Boardgames To-Go 

Mark Johnson's occasional boardgame commentary. 


For three years before I moved to podcasting, I kept a boardgaming blog. It was never 
very slick or frequent—and it even moved around a bit through different formats & 
servers—but I continued to use it. Originally started as an alternative to mailing lists I 
could no longer keep up with, I found I just liked having a place to post some opinions & 
observations. Besides being available on a website, I always made it also available for 
offline viewing on Palm Pilots and other PDAs as an AvantGo channel. 

Lacking any automated way to migrate the old blog content to the new podcast website, 
BoardgamesToGo.com, I’ve decided to make this large archive available for download. 
The posts are presented in reverse-chronological order, the way all blogs work. I guess 
you can read it forward or backward. © 

A big difference between the blog and my current podcast is the volume of feedback: 
there was never much on the blog. What comments my readers posted couldn’t be easily 
recovered into this archive, so unfortunately they aren’t included. 

I hope this is interesting reading for someone! 

-Mark 


April 19, 2005 

Podcast is online 

Ok, I think I've done it. I'm not 100% sure the subscription part of my podcast is working 
for everybody (though it downloads correctly using ipodder for me). But at least it's up. If 
nothing else, I know people can right-click the MP3 files themselves through an RSS 
reader or directly on the moved blog. 

Yeah, that's right—I moved this blog. Again. I think this is actually fourth location. First it 
was manually edited, part of my website (such as it is). Then it went to TextAmerica. 
Then here thanks to Mikko's hospitality. But the podcast requires storage and bandwidth, 
and another combination of hosting solutions. I think that's best, anyway. 

Eventually I'd like to migrate all of the old blog entries here over to the new site. (Just 
like I wanted to bring all of the TextAmerica postings over here . . . but never finished!) 




To check out the new home for the Boardgames To Go podcast, click on over to 
BoardgamesToGo.blogspot.com 


Thanks! 

-Mark 

P.S. If anyone is still using AvantGo to read this blog, I'll soon try to arrange the same on 
the new blog. However, only a small fraction of the content will be online in text form- 
most of it is in the audio files. Time marches on, buggy whips, and all that. :) 


April 08, 2005 

Still no podcast 

Rats, it's been a week and I'm still getting the same errors when I try to upload my 
recorded podcasts to The Internet Archive (www.archive.org) using the Creative 
Commons Tool. I guess it's about time for me to find some affordable pay service 
instead. There are a number of them out there, but it's an incredibly immature 
marketplace (as you'd expect for something so new). Hmm, any recommendations? 

By the way, it's game night tonight in Santa Clarita. Our recent order from Boards & Bits 
arrived, though we've already got lots of existing games to play. El Grande is out Game 
of the Month, and another sucker said he'd try Pitstop with me. :) I'll tell you all about it 
in the 4th podcast, to be recorded this weekend, uploaded ???. 


April 03, 2005 

The boardgame podcast that isn't... 

. . . yet! 

A couple times now I've mentioned that I'm interested in trying a boardgame podcast. 
Well, I've done it. Sort of. I mean, I've recorded three "shows," with more on the way. 
You can't listen to them yet simply because I haven't figured out a solution for hosting the 
files. My 20-30 minute shows aren't large by Geek Speak standards (mine are under 10 
MB, theirs are as much as 80 MB), but that's still more than I can host here on Mikko's 
site. Just like every previous emerging Internet technology, a bunch of new hosting 
businesses are starting up, charging five bucks a month, $35 for the year, or what-have- 
you for low-end needs (storage and download bandwidth). That's nicely affordable, but 
the whole situation is in such flux right now I don't want to go with one and have to 
switch elsewhere in a few months. The Internet Archive, a non-profit organization, is 





actually offering free hosting for podcasts using Creative Commons licensing (sort of like 
a copyright, as I understand it). That sounds like a great solution for me—free and stable— 
but I've been getting upload errors for the past week. *sigh* 

In the meantime I'll keep recording shows. It makes sense to have a few available when 
my podcast is "launched," anyway, so people can listen to a few and decide if it's 
worthwhile or not. 

So what is this podcast? It's nothing more than an audio version of this weblog, right 
down to the name, "Boardgames To Go." My idea behind the original weblog was to 
offer boardgaming commentary away from your computer. A few years ago I was 
thinking of PDAs, hence the AvantGo channel. I'd also been wondering about making the 
weblog viewable to web-capable mobile phones. Never got that far, though. But no 
matter, it's now looking like podcasting is rocketing its way to being the mobile, offline 
way to get material from the net. It just so happens to be in audio format rather than on a 
screen. Not only is that a cool, new medium for most of us (the way page formatting for 
the web was an alien landscape in 1996), it also makes the best use of my offline time, 
my commute. Listening to some boardgame content on a podcast I've burned to CD while 
I drive to/from work is a great use of my time. I really love it, and look forward to having 
more great podcasting content (boardgames and otherwise) in the future. Heck, I'm going 
to have two 45-minute commutes every day for the next, oh, 25+ years—I'd like to make 
the most of them. 

While Geek Speak is a two-host-plus-guest interview show, mine is just me rambling on 
by myself. I try to split the time between some general discussion (generally opinion, 
hopefully analysis someday) and sort of an audio session report. To be honest, I'm still 
feeling around with this. I hope it continues to improve, and I really hope I'm merely one 
of the early adopters of the format—that more boardgaming podcasts will be coming 
along. 


February 21, 2005 

More family gaming, and the podcasting itch 

My folks came to visit this 3-day weekend, and I'm happy to say we managed to play a 
few games. In some of the early Geek Speak episodes I remember the hosts commenting 
how common it was for today's gamers to have grown up in a home with parents who 
played games. That wasn't the case when I grew up. My dad knew & enjoyed both Hearts 
and Monopoly (I remember being impressed that he had the price & rents of all 
properties memorized from his own youth), but I could probably count the times we 
played together on one hand. No dominoes, no Clue, no Risk, and definitely no Acquire 
for us. I got into boardgaming by way of wargaming-to-roleplaying-to-CCGing, more 
than anything else. And though my younger brother pretty much came along with me on 



this hobby, my folks didn't. (And my brother never got heavily into the hobby like 
myself.) 


That said, my parents aren't against playing games. They just don't gravitate to them. Or 
get too enthusiastic at their suggestion, especially my father. More than anything else, I 
think they just know how much I enjoy them, and during family weekends it is a way to 
spend time together. 

This weekend my mom watched my daughter and I play a couple Pretty Wooden 
Abstracts, Gigamic's Pylos and Zenix. She agreed to play a game with my son and I. . . 
and to my pleasant surprise this turned out to be St. Petersburg! Sam had never played 
this, either, but they both caught on well enough. I warned them about the danger of 
running out of money, and didn't crank up all of the tactical plays possible with your 
reserve, card slots, and turn order. It was probably at the upper limit for them in terms of 
rules complexity and game length, but still fun. And definitely unique for them. Sam had 
been curious about this game since he watched me win it as a door prize at SoCal Games 
Day last month. I already knew I liked it (but only for 2-3 players). Sam and I also played 
Da Vinci Code beforehand. 

Then this evening we even got my dad to play. It was Smarty Party that did it, combined 
with the Jr. Expansion set that made the game more playable with kids. After one 
successful game with him, he sat out a second when my wife came home and tried it. 
Success! 

More good news: our latest order from Playme.de arrived. Total time from when we 
placed the order was just over a month. Again the games arrived in good condition, again 
we got copies of both Oltremare and Reef Encounter for good prices ($20 and $60, 
respectively—including shipping). I know some folks on spielfrieks and BGG have 
reported trouble with Playme.de, but we've not had any. This latest order had one missing 
game, but I expect to clear that up quickly. (And honestly, Adam Spielt used to do this 
once in a while.) 

The latest Geek Speak (lackluster, but I know they're busy prepping for the con) got me 
interested again in recording my own thoughts. I suspect Mikko couldn't host the large 
files easily (even ~15 minute shows like I'm considering add up), but it appears an 
affordable option exists with Audioblog.com. I'm not a technophile, so need to figure out 
a simple way to do this. I'm reading some instructive web pages now. 

What else? I haven't mentioned anything about our regular Santa Clarita Boardgamer 
sessions lately. I've actually been writing some session reports, just haven't pasted them 
in here. Goa is our Game of the Month, but after three weeks in a row we're mostly done 
with it. Those that like it still like it—those that find it just ok haven't changed their mind. 
I'm somewhere e in between, leaning toward the latter. I do enjoy it, but the game doesn't 
justify its own length. Sure, I've got a bias against almost anything approaching 2 hours, 
but can enjoy myself when the game is good. Or at least when it's good fun. That was 
true of Viking Fury, not true of Princes of the Renaissance, and pretty marginal for Goa. 



Lastly, I've been playing some more play-by-web games again. It's one of my favorite 
formats. Good ol' Vinci is about to be taken down (though it's still working at Ludagora), 
so I've got one last game in there. Still really enjoying Droles des Zebres (Funny Zebras) 
at Boite a Jeux, including three games against its designer, Bruno Cathala! Then there's 
Rosenkoenig, which is now available through Yucata.de. (Also Chinagold, but I think 
Rosenkeonig is much better.) 


February 08, 2005 

Tough Love for Geek Speak 

OK, I went for it. Just posted my constructive criticisms to BGG on my Geek Journal . 
We'll see how it's received. 


February 05,2005 

Geek Speak grump 

Some time ago I said I was a Geek Speak junkie, burning the podcast shows onto CDs so 
that I can listen to them on my commute. That hasn't changed—I still eagerly await the 
latest episode and it helps make some of those commutes breeze by. 

However, now that the show is proving to be more than a flash-in-the-pan (16 episodes 
and counting, over 30 hours of audio material), I'm wanting it to make some 
improvements. No one on Boardgamegeek appear to have anything but glowing praise 
and mock criticism of the shows. I'd like to offer some constructive criticism. Some 
tough love. Maybe even some real criticism. 

Rather than do so here on my blog, I might as well do it on BGG itself. The reaction 
should be interesting. I'm only trying to make the show better, sparking some discussion 
in the process. The absence of any real criticism concerns me a bit. That made sense with 
Geek Speak was brand new, a labor of love, and free. It's still free to listen, of course, but 
as Aldie & Derk begin to make BGG as much of a professional operation as the print 
game mags they should be able to handle the criticism. 


Santa Clarita Boardgamers' first Geeklists 







On Friday I posted two lists on Boardgamegeek, the first I've ever done. They both relate 
to my local game group, the Santa Clarita Boardgames. Our group has been meeting 
regularly for three years already (wow!), but we've never had much of a "presence" 
online, either through our own website or session reports. I've wanted to change that for a 
long time, and these days adding content on the Geek is a good way. (Maybe not the best 
way, but the easiest.) It's a funny thing, though . . . why do I want more of a presence for 
SCB? We're not recruiting more players. In fact, we've got just about as many as we can 
fit in our homes, around our kitchen tables as it is. What's the purpose of talking about 
your group publicly if it's not a public group? 

Just an ego trip, I suppose. We're playing lots of games, we've got collective (and 
individual) opinions, and I guess I feel like they'd count for more if we shared them more 
readily. Kind of silly, perhaps, but I can't deny the attraction. 

Anyway, these two initial Geeklists showcase our favorite " newish " and " older " games 
played together in 2004. 

Oh, I also changed my avatar. My friends tell me that the original—my smiling face 
pasted onto a scan of an Entdecker tile—was too . . . uh . . . friendly. Then they regretted 
saying anything, and didn't want me to change it. Too late! The embarrassment has 
already occurred! Now replaced with a cool little Mars rover icon, relevant to my job. 


January 19, 2005 

Comments again (and IE display troubles) 

In trying to turn off the Comments feature I just made it more awkward to use. So I undid 
the changes, and turned Comments back on (but with moderation). I still am just as 
happy—perhaps more-with a private email back to me, however. 

Also, the whopper entry for my 2004 report is showing display problems when I view it 
in Internet Explorer. Anyone else have that problem? It looks fine in Netscape. Dam 
computers. 


January 18,2005 

MJ's Games Played in 2004 

"So, what did the rest of you play last year and, which do you want to play again?" — 
Nick Sauer, 1994 






Introduction 

I've been tracking the family strategy games I play each year since 1997. This is 
primarily for my own interest, though I've also been archiving past at my own website in 
case anyone else wants to read them. Every year I like to point out that it was the " Year 
in Games " articles posted to rec.games.board in the early days (92-94) by Nick Sauer and 
others that sparked my interest in boardgaming. 


Hits & Misses 

I suspect my opinions about new 2004 games are more interesting reading than raw 
statistics, so I'm pulling this section up front this year (and expanding it). Reading 
thoughts about games I haven't played can't be as interesting (and is sort of ridiculous), so 
that's pushed to the very bottom...for people with too much time on their hands. :-) 

Hits - New games I already know I like 

Axis & Allies: D-Day - Despite the name, this isn't like Axis & Allies. (So I hear— 
somehow I've never played A&A!) This hits the sweet spot for a fun, light wargame that 
still feels like it's got some historical relevance. I particularly like the non-abstracted (yet 
still simple) use of Allied air power. I even got my dad to play this once! That's more 
than I could say for Battle Cry, and I didn't even try M44. This is a much better scale for 
interesting battles. 

Dos Rios - Actually, I'm not yet sure I really like this one, but after two plays I think I 
might. "Hit" is too strong a word, but it's not a miss, either. Not recommended with four, 
yeah, but three's pretty good and two-player may be even better. Hacienda strategy is the 
key, I'm sure. 

Proles de Zebres - This snuck up on me through the Belgian play-by-web site Boite a 
Jeux , but I expect it'll be available in published boardgame form soon. Great little 2- 
player tile placement game that replaces Auf Heller's math with fun, a good trade. 

Hansa -1 can naturally see the dryness in this game, as well as the negligible ability to 
plan ahead. Nonetheless, the remaining gameplay is fun, and the theme and production 
work hand-in-hand to make it a great game. Not for everyone, I'll grant, but super for me. 

Oceania - With Entdecker as my favorite game, this could either ride coattails or be 
dismissed as a cheap imposter. Happily, it's the former. I don't care for the solitaire 
puzzle version, but the real 2-player game is timed just right. The use of scouts & face-up 
tiles even makes it its own game. 

Oltremare - I've heard the card balance may be off, but that has yet to spoil my enjoyment 
of this little gem. The Essen early reports were absolutely right. Fun stuff, and even a 2- 
player game worked well enough. I hope it gets picked up by a larger publisher with a 
full sized board later. 













Power Grid - It took me forever to try Funkenschlag, and though I liked it we never 
played again. Power Grid hasn't made it to the table much more, but it *could*, and so I 
remain hopeful. Shows us what good game development can do, moving the focus to the 
resource market system, away from the route-planning. 

Reef Encounter - Overpriced, but glad I own it (esp. at overseas prices). I'm a sucker for 
games modeling nature's systems, and this one aims squarely for that. I even bought the 
Blue Planet DVD set to see the coral reef episode that inspired designer Breese. Some 
design-for-effect mechanics, but amazingly true to theme, too. 

San Juan - Puerto Rico never caught on with me. I like it, but that's it. San Juan is 
generating a similar reaction. It's good, but strangely uncompelling. 

St. Petersburg - Yes, it's "just" about optimizing your money-to-points generating engine. 
But if you like optimization games like I do (as opposed to those with killer strategies and 
game-swinging plays), this is one of the best. (I'm still bugged by the paper money, 
though. The same complaint could be leveled at others on this list.) 

Tahuantinsuyu - To be honest, I was skeptical of this one. The praise just had the feel of 
hype, to me. I'm glad I finally tried it, though, because it's as good as they say. Well, I 
think its crayon-map systems could use some good game development (a la Power Grid, 
perhaps?), but the rest is quite good. Especially the share-with-your-neighbor special 
effect cards. A great mechanic that should find its way into other games. 

Ticket to Ride - You could almost get tired of hearing how great a gateway game this is. 
But it wouldn't make it any less true. I'm just glad Days of Wonder published it, because 
the production makes this game as much as the breezy mechanics. 

Victory & Honor -1 "met" Ty Douds via email back in 96, twice in-person since then. 
He's not well-known outside of the Gulf Games circle, I guess, but what an avid gamer 
and wonderful person. I'm so pleased his game was published, and I honestly enjoy it 
greatly. Jolly Roger is getting better, doing find on the game cards this time. But the rules 
are a mess, making it hard to leam this unusual game. For once, even I say you need to 
discard the theme when explaining the rules. 

Wings of War - Just goes to show there are great ideas still out there in boardgame 
design, ideas that make you wonder why nobody thought of it before. A little pricey for 
what you get, especially since you *almost* need another set to play good match-ups. But 
it's just so natural and fun to play, the pricing is easy to overlook. Looking forward to the 
second set (with rear gunners!). 


Misses - New games I'm deciding against 

Im Auftrag des Konigs -1 try hard to find the one good Adlung game every year, and 
most times I find it: Verrater, Meuterer, and Die Fugger are all favorites, while Canal 











Grande and Von Kap bis Kairo are enjoyable. I own about four more I play once in a 
while, which is enough to earn their keep (after all, they're small & cheap). This one 
collapsed under its own modest weight, however. It has the feel of a decent boardgame 
that was uncomfortably shoehomed into Adlung's card game format. Too bad, because 
the theme is good. 

La Strada - 1 didn't really care for Magna Grecia, and this watered down version doesn't 
do it for me, either. It almost does—definitely simplifying the game is a step in the right 
direction for me. But ultimately it just only good *considering* how short & compact it 
is. It's not very good in its own right. 

Marco Polo Expedition - Usually Reiner's simple ideas come off as elegant, but 
sometimes they're just sparse. That's the case here. Ravensburger originally used those 
cool caravan pieces for Karawane, a game that might play better by being lighter. I'm 
anxious to try. 

Oh Pharaoh - After starting like gangbusters, Uberplay seems to have made some 
considerable missteps in 2004. Having pyramids of cards represent ancient Egyptian 
pyramids is a good idea, but the game is both too long for casual play and too chaotic for 
competitive play. 

Piranha Pedro - This game exists so I can confirm there is such a thing as "too light my 
tastes." I'm even a guy that almost likes Ab die Post, so that's saying something. The 
animated presentation on BSW is fun to play with my son as copilot, but that's about it. 
Too bad, because this is a designer I watch closely. (Then again, neither Attribut nor 
Attika wowed me.) 

Pirates of the Spanish Main - This one almost isn't really fair, because I haven't played 
with the real rules. A sailing ship game without consideration for *wind* just galled me, 
so we tried some home-brew rules. Those were ok, but even stripped of the WS&IM 
roots they were a bit much for me. The pieces are great, and the special crew abilities 
should also be fun. I just need a little effect for wind to honestly enjoy this. 

SiegeStones - Major letdown. I got into Pretty Wooden Abstracts this year, and this 
looked fantastic in the pics. Then Games Magazine (when will I learn?) said it was great, 
and I ordered it. Having to mentally add up numeric factors is a big turnoff for me, 
especially in a physically clean game like a PWA. I'm an aerospace engineer, I can 
handle arithmetic, but that's not the point. A PWA is supposed to be clean & elegant. This 
ain't. But I'm still hanging onto it because the publisher has sponsored a design contest 
using the same board & pieces. Hopefully something good will come of it. 

Tongiaki - I'm all for light games, as well as exploration games. But this is just a weird, 
underdeveloped game. Another Uberplay misstep, it's not light enough for that audience 
or strategic enough for the other. Yes, that's basically the same complaint I leveled at 
their other game on this list. Game development matters. 









Trends 

Play By Web (PBW) 

This had already been a fun way for me to play boardgames throughout the week, and 
this year the options expanded greatly. Where we once had just E&T and Vinci, now 
there's a slew of options. Some require navigating foreign-language websites, but the 
spiel-by-web Yahoo group provides a support group. :-) Worth the effort to now play 
Through the Desert, Alhambra, Wallenstein, Bus, Dvonn, Gipf, Streetsoccer, Medina, 
Cartegena, and others during odd moments. Yeah, it takes a week or two to finish the 
game, but in little tiny slices of your time. I like it. 

Pretty Wooden Abstracts (PWAs) 

Also called coffee table games, this category is dominated by the beautiful offerings from 
Gigamic. There are others, though, and they all look great when on display in my office 
at work. Actually getting someone to play them is another matter, but I'm working on it. 
They still get played with gamers on weekends and game nights (at least a little). 

Gathering of Friends 

Hey, I finally made it! Got to meet a lot of people I'd only "known" via email before, 
which was my goal. I'm not making it back in 2005, but never say never. 

Not online much 

I used to be a total mailing list addict when it came to boardgames. This dates way back 
to '96 when I had a different job, one that wasn't satisfying. Very unlike my good job 
situation today, and with that came a dramatic (and overdue) dropoff in my online 
participation. Yes, I know I'm writing this in a weblog, but at least I'm not a slave to the 
mailing lists anymore. (Nothing wrong with them, just not for me anymore.) 


Consistently Good 

There are four games that I've played every year since I got into boardgames, and four 
more that only missed one year. Obviously, they're all favorites I intend to keep on 
playing, and many of them would be on my top ten list (if I ever compiled it!). Great 
games, all of them. 

Settlers of Catan - Got my German set to go with Das Buch, still unplayed. I'm as happy 
to play vanilla Settlers, though. 

Bohnanza - Just recently a big hit with my son, so this should go up next year. (Picked up 
High Bohn, too, the only expansion I like.) 

En Garde - Played Duell, too, and though I appreciate the sturdier board I think the shape 
of the figures is funny. Fencers wear capes? Special effect cards are ok, take 'em or leave 
'em. 

Medici - Somehow, I NEVER get tired of this. Sure wish they'd have it on BSW. 
Entdecker - Only one play, not nearly enough for my favorite game. My old/new rules 
hybrid didn't impress Huber or Jackson, though. 

Euphrat & Tigris - Reef Encounter may supplant this a bit. They feel pretty similar to me. 









For Sale - Only Coloretto holds a candle to this king of the fillers. 

Mu - The one on this list that probably wouldn't make my Top Ten. I like it, but it can be 
a bit too much sometimes. Still looking for the perfect "Mu-lite." 

Other titles like Vinci, Web of Power, and Carcassonne have been played have been 
played every year since they were released, they just don't reach back as far. 


Where are they now? 

What about games that dropped off the playlist last year? What went wrong? (Or good 
riddance?) 

Frank's Zoo - Was a lunch group staple, but I no longer game at lunch. 

Get The Goods - Might try this with kids, esp. as an intro to TtR. 

Apples to Apples - Still play a lot of the Jr. version with kids. 

Lost Cities - 1 never was a huge fan of this. Knizia math again. 

Princes of Florence - Rats. Should've made time for this one. 

Tohuwabohu -1 think my daughter forgot about it. 

Tutanchamun - Too kingmaker-y and dry for many, but I like it. 

Die Malwurf Co. - Another forgotten staple with my daughter. 

Gettysburg - My favorite wargame made way for A&A:D-Day this year. 

High Society - Always loses to For Sale when I reach for a filler. 

Wildlife -1 just like it more than other folks, I guess. 


Fives & Dimes 

For compilation in Mark Jackson's database, here are the games I played at least 5 and 10 
times last year. I do include online plays against real opponents in my data. To me those 
constitute "real" games since they're often against the same folks I play games with in 
person. Boardgaming is supposed to be a social hobby, and while online experiences 
don't yet compare with sitting across a table from someone, I definitely appreciate the 
chance to still play games with friends who've moved away. For me, those games 
absolutely count. 

Tens 

St. Petersburg 

Through the Desert - Rediscovered through play-by-web, it also turns out to be a good 
game with kids! 

San Juan 
Ticket to Ride 

Fives 

Big City - Map-building, "tile"-laying, cool pieces, simple rules...no wonder I like it! 
Only for 2-3 players, though. 

For Sale 
Piranha Pedro 
















Pogo - A PWA I discovered through Bruno Faidutti's website. It's a much lighter 
"version" of Sackson's Domination 

Fluster - Portable, quick crosswords game. It's our form of travel Scrabble. 

Pylos - Another PWA, one that my kids especially like. 

Streetsoccer - Still waiting for the cell phone version. Or basketball. 

Alhambra - Already enjoyable, and now available as PBW. 

Euphrat & Tigris 
Oceania 


Boardgaming Goals 

I've got enough personal & professional goals for the next year, so why do I need to 
pressure myself with resolutions for my hobby? I don't know, I just like having 
something to shoot for. Many years I've had vague ideas about hobby goals (more 
wargames, more old favorites, etc.), now I'll make them more distinct. 

1. Get better at explaining rules 

Around here I have a well-earned reputation for leaving out a rule out when explaining a 
game. The "Mark Johnson rule." Kind of fun as a running joke, but that's only an excuse. 
I really should explain rules better, particularly if I'm going to make progress getting my 
nongamer family members to enjoy more games. The most recent episode of Geek Speak 
was inspiring with its discussion of successful teaching techniques by Matthew Baldwin 
and Derk Solko. 

2. Contribute some material to Boardgamegeek 

I've been on BGG since it first started, but never contributed all that much. The site has 
been growing all along, but the past year it must've really taken off. Sometimes it's TOO 
much, but among the Geeklist/Joumal chatter is great material. I should do my part to 
help. Besides, a lot of what I would write gives more presence for the Santa Clarita 
Boardgamers. 

3. Start a game design file 

Like a lot of boardgamers, I can't help but have ideas about designing games myself. I'm 
a long ways off from even submitting a design, never mind anything more impressive. 
Interviews with famous designers usually reveal they've got a lot of ideas in various 
stages of work, all filed away. Getting organized seems like a good next step for me. 

4. Write an article for The Games Journal 

I had always intended to write more material for The Games Journal , the web magazine 
that maintains high aspirations under the editorship of Greg Aleknevicus. Another 
point/counterpoint review, a long-promised interview . . . Greg deserves SOMETHING. I 
need to do this. 

5. Sell more, buy less 

Pretty self-explanatory. Last year, especially toward the end, I went on a little buying 
spree. I unloaded a fair bit on ebay, too, but it was still pretty skewed. Selling more and 








buying less would help the game budget, the storage situation, and the ability to get older 
games to the table more often. 

Last year's goals? 

Part of making goals is checking up on them, right? I didn't remember making goals a 
year ago, but a re-read of my 2003 year-end report finds a few after all. How'd I do? 
Hmm, not so well, actually! I'd wanted to fix up my own website (bzzt!), more 
wargaming (not really), and perhaps focusing more on old favorites (sort of). 


Statistics 

My overall stats for the past year show little different. Total plays is right around 400, 
where it's been since something switched in 2001 (for the life of me, I don't know what 
that was—maybe Games Days?). Likewise, I played about 100 games that were new to 
me, with an average plays-per-game of 2.2. That's less than I'd prefer, but I'm sort of 
giving up on that changing. I'm too picky about the oldies I'd like to play already—no 
sense pushing that any further. 

Year Different Games New-to-me Games Total Plays Avg Plays per Game 


2004 

192 

98 

414 

2.2 

2003 

179 

93 

393 

2.2 

2002 

177 

88 

417 

2.4 

2001 

169 

96 

435 

2.6 

2000 

103 

59 

216 

2.1 

1999 

121 

78 

199 

1.7 

1998 

99 

68 

249 

2.0 

1997 

83 

67 

126 

3.0 


Most of my gaming comes from playing with the Santa Clarita Boardgamers. I'll have a 
separate year-end posting for them, too. I still go to SoCal Games Days, but don't help 
run them anymore. Unfortunately I missed a few in 2004. Weekend gaming opportunities 
are infrequent, but great. A big plus is the fact that my kids are getting more interested in 
games. I also went to my first Gathering of Friends in 2004, but it didn't bump up my 
numbers much since it displaced lots of local gaming. 


Games Unknown 

Still with me? Seriously?! Your reward is a list of games published in 2004 that I haven't 
played...yet still have something to say about. Worth what you paid for it. 

Betrayal at House on the Hill - Systems sound interesting, but neither the horror theme or 
dungeon crawl sort of mechanics are faves of mine. 


Blue Moon -1 played Magic for years, so I really need to try Reiner's version of a similar 
idea. Just wish it didn't have the fantasy babes (I'm too old for that, and so is this hobby). 





Carcassonne: The City -1 was already a Care fan. Through in a PWA element, and this 
was a must-purchase. The wooden box wasn't as necessary, but still kind of nice. 

Coloretto Extrakarten - An unnecessary, perhaps unwanted expansion, but I'm such a 
Coloretto fan I need to try. Very much looking forward to Amazonas, however, which 
modifies the game more substantially. 

Per Untergang von Pompeii - Early word was bad, but this is starting to sound like a light 
game I'd like more than others. (Remembering Africa, Tonga Bonga, and even 
Entdecker.) 

Doom: The Boardgame - Never got into the computer game, but Space Hulk was pretty 
cool. Worth a try at a Games Day or something. 

Election USA - Given my track record with Martin Wallace, combined with a strongly 
negative reaction from Joe Huber, I'll pass. Besides, I really enjoy good ol' Mr. President. 

Gettysburg: Badges of Courage - My "favorite" battle, combined with those great 
wargame blocks. What's not to like? It's price, for one, and maybe the game length, too. 

Goldbrau - By the time I had a chance to try it, people I trust had already given up on it. 
No big loss, I figure. 

HeroScape - It's just not my thing. Maybe twenty years ago. Maybe. 

Lost Valley - The early bad word spooked me off, but now that's turning around. Should 
have a chance to try it soon (and I do like exploration games). 

Memoir '44 - Unbelievable, huh? I'm not a big fan of this smaller scale, and Battle Cry 
didn't completely satisfy me. But I'll still try it, will probably like it, and will almost 
definitely buy it. 

Pitchcar Mini - I'm intrigued by the thought of selling off my Audi Carabande set (+ 
Action Set), replacing it with this smaller, just-as-fun version. Hmm... 

Razzia! - It took me too long to warm up to Ra, and now they change it?! I see no need 
for this one if Ra's around. (Not that I own it!) 

Star Wars Miniatures - Minis aren't my thing, and I'm not quite the Star Wars geek I once 
was (not compared to those today!). Still, a friend has lots of these, and he says the rules 
are fun, so I should try. 

Viking Fury - Hard to justify the price, but now I can try someone else's. 

















Last-last year's report is back up 


Whatever trouble my web server was having yesterday appears to have passed, so my 
report for 2003 is again viewable. Hoping to have lots of time tonight to wrap up the one 
for 2004. 


January 17,2005 

Blah, blah, blah 

Uh-oh. I've started to hit my stride on my year-end report. After grumbling last time 
about how too many of them are impersonal and statistic-heavy, I found my report from a 
year ago. I was thinking the same thoughts back then, and tried to take a different tack 
with it. I think I succeeded partially, at least I was fairly happy with it. If that 2003 report 
was still online I'd link to it, but my decrepit personal website is having transition 
problems right now. 

This year I'm starting from the 2003 format, but rearranging some sections (putting the 
best stuff near the top, mainly). The good news is that I'm writing it, and on a roll. The 
bad news is that it's turning out to be fairly long. On my own weblog, of course there's no 
harm. I'm even holding out hope that it'll be worthwhile reading nonetheless! Should be 
ready in a few days, I'd say. 

The other topical aspect of this blog entry relates to comments. I just made the setting 
adjustment to shut off comments entirely. It's not that I don't want them—it's just to keep 
the spammers at bay (I get a numerous attempts every day). Frankly, I never intended this 
weblog to be a dialog-type affair. Not publicly, at least. I'm always happy to receive 
private emails about my entries, though, and try to respond to them. 

Oops! I see that I don't have an easy-to-find email link on these entries. Hmm, let's see if 
I can't fix that. The bottom of these entries will now have that link. 


January 08,2005 

Those year-end reports 

Nope, I don't have one of those reports for all the boardgaming I've done in 2004. Not 
yet, I mean. I've done those, in one form or another, since 1996, so there's no reason to 
stop now! Even before I did my own, I read the ones others' posted. In fact, the writeups 






Nick Sauer posted to rec.games.board in the early 90s were influential in my taking up 
boardgaming. He hasn't posted them publicly for a few years, but I know he still does 
them. 

The hobby has expanded quite a bit since then, however. No longer do you need to scan 
those year-end reports to simply leam the names of games worth playing. Just like early 
session reports, those old reports were as much for spreading news and comparing 
opinions (few & far between back then) as anything else. So what's right for 2005? I'm 
not sure. Come to think of it, I think I made a blog post pondering this same question last 
year. There's nothing wrong with the reports being personal or even self-indulgent, but as 
long as they're being posted publicly I think it's worth some consideration about the 
audience. 

Hmm. I'm sure a long list of just the titles & numbers of games I played doesn't do 
anyone much good. Snippet reviews? Better to archive those game comments with 
ratings on BGG. Funny anecdotes? OK if they're not just in-jokes. I'm just not sure. What 
do I like to read in others' reports? I think I like to take note of games that were popular 
with a particular game group more than the hobby as a whole, and why that might be. Put 
another way, I don't care much if someone played a lot of Puerto Rico last year or thinks 
Ticket to Ride makes a great gateway game. Yeah, fine, we all know that. But if someone 
played, say, ten games of Mare Nostrum, that might be worth a look. Even at that, I'm 
more inclined to look into stories of MY underdog games getting more attention. So 
maybe that doesn't help much. 

Multi-year data should be interesting, but I don't think anyone's found the best way to 
present that yet. Games that get played every year are somewhat interesting. Games that 
were played every year -but somehow weren't last year-those are interesting, too. I 
guess game dropoffs and resurgences might be interesting, as long as you strip out the 
raw numbers and start describing/analyzing what the numbers mean. (That's true of all 
aspects of year-end reports. Numbers and statistics are too lifeless to be interesting 
reading.) As far as I can tell, almost all games experience a lot of dropoff. A game that 
goes from 10 plays last year to just 2 this year isn't very notable. Maybe the anti-dropoff 
cases are more interesting (along with those rediscoveries). I wonder if I have any. 

Of course, this thinking just sets me up for failure with my own forthcoming report. :-) 


December 21,2004 

Computers? Bah humbug! 

When I first started this blog, one of the main ideas was to present it in a format 
conducive for reading on portable devices, principally Palm Pilots. Since then that field 
has widened to include PocketPCs and other PDAs—even Palm Pilots aren't really called 
that anymore. The conduit for piping these contents to those devices was (and is) 




AvantGo. However, it's looking to me like that's a technological dead-end, with more 
portable devices accessing the net directly. I know how to check my email and browse a 
few portals like Yahoo and CNN using my mobile phone, for instance. With Treos and 
inevitable copycat devices merging handheld computers with mobile communications, 
that will no doubt be the way we'll read blogs or their descendants in the future. The not- 
too-distant future, either. 

None of this technological crystal ball-gazing could have anything to do with the fact that 
I can't get MY computer to talk to MY Palm device using AvantGo, right? Right. Sheesh, 
it's been this way for a while, but recently I rolled up my sleeves, determined to 
straighten that out. I'll spare you the blow-by-blow involving help desks, emails to 
company reps, missing DLL files, and such. In the end I had to admit defeat, happy to 
just have a mostly-functional connection between the computers. I still can't get AvantGo 
to work (except on my home machine), but at least everything else does. 

I tried looking into Plucker, a free license bit of software used for viewing web pages on 
PDAs. Its interface is smoother than when I first checked a few years ago, yet it's still 
kind of "techy" for someone who abandoned the leading edge a long time ago. In my first 
engineering job I used to go down to the company library over lunch hours to read PC 
Magazine, but now I need my lOyo son to explain which remote buttons to push to view 
a DVD. So Plucker ain't gonna work. (And maybe that sheds some light on my AvantGo 
troubles...) 


December 20,2004 

Recent gaming 

It's been a while since I've written a session report, either here or to my local group's 
mailing list. I've just been busy lately, and I miss writing them. This is a little catchup. 
We've had a few Santa Clarita Boardgamer sessions, plus Bohnanza with my son last 
night. He loved it! Not only that, but the reason he liked it was the different 
choices/strategies/tactics in the game. All the boardgaming parents understand the 
significance of this—could it be that I can have a mini game group in my own family?! 
Hope springs eternal. 

Working backward through some recent SCB sessions... 

Last week we made a little more progress through our Essen order from Playme.de. Well, 
not really. We played Geschenkt and Oltremare, true, but those had been tried last week. 
Despite our group ordering three copies of Reef Encounter, we still haven't tried that. But 
we will. We wrapped up with an oldie but goodie, Razzia (the original, not the Ra 
revision). 



Geschenkt 

Waiting for a couple other SCBers to show up, we needed a quick opener. This fit the bill 
nicely. We had four players, two of us having played the week before. This time the 
bidding was better, tighter. There are times a card is painless or even beneficial to you . . . 
but you shouldn't take it at the first opportunity. As long as it's poison for the other 
players to take, you should try to push your luck, making them spend passing chips a 
round or two (or more) before scooping up your "gift." But pushing your luck too far can 
backfire, or at least spoil an opportunity. We play 3 rounds to give the luck a chance to 
even out a bit—seems like the sort of game that needs it. It's definitely short enough. I like 
it, just like I knew I would. 

Oltremare 

Hey, cool! After all the hype, I half-expected to be a little let down by this one. I wasn't! 
Ok, the box is as flimsy as the Abacus/Rio Grande card game boxes, the harbor tokens 
are too small, and I don't like the prestige point tracking with cards. Hell, I'll even 
mention that I wish the ship tokens looked like ships instead of cubes. But those are all 
nits for a game that works very well, both in the rules and the very well-designed cards. If 
they'd messed up the cards' graphic design (as many companies have done), we wouldn't 
be talking about this one. As it is, I hope it'll get more than just reprinted—I'd like to see a 
new production by a larger publisher. Our game was a full 5-player affair that lasted a 
little while. It'll play faster next time, no doubt. I'm very curious to see how it plays with 
just 2. 

Razzia 

I've owned and traded this game away. Twice. This most recent outing (with Ryan's 
copy) didn't make me want to go out and get it a third time, but I'm glad a copy exists in 
our group. It's a nice closer for when you've got a lot of folks. I think it plays up to 8 or 
something. And though I think they made some subtle but distinct improvements in the 
game with the closely-related Hick Hack in Gackelwack, the theming and production of 
this original is top-notch. 

OK, I've got more games to mention, but this blog entry has waited three days already so 
I'm posting it now. More later, hopefully. 


December 12,2004 

Silver lining 

Rats, I was invited to game party today. In fact, it's still going on as I write this. I really 
wish I could've gone—besides all of those new games that recently arrived, this would've 
been a chance to play games with some folks I haven't seen in some time. Unfortunately 
for the boardgaming, this was also the weekend that my in-laws came down to visit. No 
getting away for me. The in-laws aren't game players themselves. Well, except for 
Mexican Train Dominoes. I know that game gets some flack from serious hobbyists, 






however I would've even been happy playing that. Although my mother-in-law suggested 
it, the game never happened. 

The silver lining, though, is that I played a few games with my kids. Not only were they 
not bad, the games were generally well received. Even better, my son said he really liked 
a couple, and made some game requests. Wow! I still wish I could've gone to that game 
party today, but that helps take the sting away. (And has a lot of potential!) 

First was Mission Command:Sea . I'd purchased all three of the Mission Command series 
during a KB Toys sale, but they'd remained in shrinkwrap for months. Now I needed to 
decide which to open & keep, and which to donate during a holiday toy drive. He 
expressed some interest in the air-to-air game first, but I steered him elsewhere. We've 
owned Screaming Eagles for a while, so I already know that one. (Though if he's 
interested, we'll definitely keep it and send Screaming Eagles back to ebay.) MC:Sea 
turned out to be pretty decent. Not great, but certainly entertaining. The production is 
nice, particularly for the price, and I like the missile rules. 

That was yesterday. This morning I got both my kids to try King's Breakfast with me. I 
prefer Coloretto to this one, but I like it well enough. Recently I figured out that the 
theme and presentation may appeal to kids, so I thought it was time to buy one. Sam 
warmed up to it pretty quick, but Molly's interested faded about as fast. I think stripping 
some of the cards out when playing with two kids might've been a good idea. Now I'm 
just hoping they'd be willing to try again in a little while, especially Molly. Sometimes I 
think these games may be more fun after they've had a while to sink in. I know Cartagena 
didn't go over well with them when I borrowed a friend's copy, then some months later 
Sam requested it. 

Before King's Breakfast I played two quick games of another new arrival, Rumis , with 
Sam. This we both liked straight away. Blokus is good, but a bit longer and more 
challenging. Rumis may not really be any lighter or shorter, although it felt that way to 
us. I'm looking forward to trying it with 3 or 4 players—this looks like a winner. 

I'm just as excited about a couple games we didn't play. Both kids picked out a game to 
play with grandma & grandpa, in case we did that. Well, we didn't, and Molly's pick was 
our old staple, Apples to Apples Jr . Sam, however, picked Drunter & Druber . I'd tried it 
with the kids earlier in the week. Here again, I didn't think it really succeeded, but now 
here was Sam asking to play it. Wow! And if that weren't enough, he said he wanted to 
learn how to play "the bean game." That's Bohnanza , of course, which he heard the adults 
playing during Thanksgiving.Could family game sessions be in my future? I'd almost 
given up on that. 


December 10,2004 

Santa comes early 












I've sort of stopped asking for games at Christmas. Not that my family won't buy them for 
me—Candy likes doing that, I think. But often the games I really want are OOP or only 
available overseas. Even when there's a domestic source, it pains me to pay such a 
premium (i.e.Funagain), even when I'm getting the game as a gift. For me, what works 
better is to just buy the games myself. Then I can be happy with a new pair of pants on 
Christmas morning. :-) 

This week our post-Essen order from Playme.de arrived, so did one I placed at Gamefest, 
and I even sprung for a couple small wargames. It's meant a relative deluge of new 
arrivals. A couple were played at our recent Santa Clarita Boardgamer session, but I'm 
missing a great chance to play lots of new goodies at a game party this weekend. I'm 
stuck at home with visiting in-laws, rats. 

The Essen order contained four copies of Reef Encounter . We made out like bandits on 
this one. Relatively speaking, I mean. Our net price, shipped from Germany, was just 
under $60 per game. That's more than I've ever paid for a game, but quite a bit cheaper 
than the $100+shipping that Funagain charges. (I sort of understand that Funagain still 
provides a service, it's just not a service for me. Not at those prices.) My copy of Reef 
Encounter has a packing error, unfortunately, and not the one the publisher already 
knows about. They included spare tokens for the known omissions, but I'll need to write 
them to ask for a couple more yellow cubes. The game looks great (I love the subtle, 
individual artwork on the many coral tiles), but we haven't tried it yet. I was even 
inspired to track down a copy of Blue Planet on DVD through ebay. I want to watch the 
same coral reef episode that inspired Richard Breese to design Reef Encounter. 

The other much-anticipated game in the Essen order is Oltremare . The game comes in a 
flimsy little box, and with tiny components that recall the Clippers complaints. The cards 
are very nice, and that's the bulk of the game. My copy had strong solvent fumes coming 
from the cards—they need to air out! This was played at SCB this week, but I was at the 
other table. I'll get to it soon enough. I notice the rules say it plays down to 2 people, and 
Rick Heli's writeup recommends fewer than four people in the game. Does that mean it'll 
really work with just 2? Candy always liked Bohnanza, so I'm wondering if it might work 
as a couples' game. 

I like getting the one good Adlung game each year. I've been very happy with Die 
Fugger, Canal Grande, and especially Meuterer and Verrater. This year the one worth 
getting is supposed to be Im Auftrag des Konigs , about the Knights of the Round Table. 
Struggling through 11 pages of Adlungese didn't sound fun on game night, so we didn't 
get to it just yet. (In fact, I didn't even skim the rules—maaaaybe they've improved their 
mastery of the English language.) I didn't think too much of the artwork, but others liked 
it. 

One of the only new arrivals I did play was Geschenkt . I enjoy the clever, numeric fillers, 
like Coloretto, For Sale, 6 Nimmt, Flinke Pinke, etc. (Except Don—never liked that one.) 
Yeah, I know you can made this game yourself easily, using just cards & chips from 
some of the other games in my list! But I wanted to own my own, self-contained game. 








And support the publisher & designer. Sure enough, I liked it quite a bit. I didn't order it, 
but we also played Typo , the word game/6 Nimmt hybrid. 

The Gamefest order hasn't even been unpacked yet. I ordered Alhambra , the German 
edition on supersale. Then I was on the slippery slope, needing to get a few more items to 
make the shipping cost worthwhile. Soon enough, I'd also ordered Carcassonne:The City , 
Rumis , King's Breakfast , and The Count of Carcassonne . I'm thinking maybe Alhambra 
could work with Candy, and I like it anyway. Carc:The City was a must-buy for me, it 
being a game I already like in a deluxe wooden edition (mostly). The Count I just got 
since I'm on a roll, owning all of the Care expansions except The Cathars. (Truth is, I'm 
not too wild about Builders & Traders, preferring the original game or with Inns & 
Cathedrals.) We've had pretty good fun with Blokus, so I figured Rumis was another 
good buy (I might prefer it to Pueblo, too). And then King's Breakfast is one I should've 
bought a long time ago—I think my daughter will like it. 

The wargames I picked up were lightweights, the kind I like best. First was Sergeants! , 
by S. Craig Taylor's and his "boutique" publisher, Lost Battalion Games. I found this 
through one of those BGG text ads, lured by the ultra-low price. Sure, you only get a 
paper map and few counters, but they're die-cut cardboard counters, reasonably well- 
done, and even comes with dice. Most of all, I recognize the designer's name from my 
favorite Smithsonian/American Heritage series from Avalon Hill. The guy knows how to 
make good, light wargames. 

Later my RSS reader picked up the Consimworld announcement of a new issue of 
Panzerschreck . This is a really unique magazine, combining some insightful wargame 
commentary with one or two (or three!) mini-games built into each issue. Yeah, the 
components are minimalist, but the treatments and subjects chosen are thoughtful. The 
latest issue now has color maps, and three games. The "main" game is a tactical 
simulation of a Russian Civil War battle that took place outside Tsaritsyn (later 
Stalingrad). Next is Assault on Cherbourg, a mini wargame with just 36 counters (though 
Tsaritsyn only has 90). In the couple Normandy games I've played, Cherbourg is a mop- 
up operation after the Allies established their beachheads, take Caen, and push to St. Lo. I 
figure a game where this peninsula is the centerpiece more than an afterthought could be 
interesting. I'm bound to learn something, at least. There's more in the magazine, 
including an interview with Richard Berg. Even though I don't care for any of the guy's 
design style, he's still a very notable figure in wargaming. In fact, he may be the most 
notable figure remaining. 


November 30, 2004 

Thanksgiving success 


Games went pretty dam well over the Thanksgiving holidays, I'd have to say. Sure, I 
brought lots of games that went unplayed, but I always expect that. I overpack games, 











hoping to get some of them played, not all. The biggest coup of all was getting my dad to 
play a wargame with my brother & I! That alone would've made it a great success. More 
on that below, but first I'll mention the family strategy games that we played. 

Apples to Apples Jr. 

Of course. :-) I almost didn't pack this one, partly because I was running out of room, 
partly because I wanted us to try something else. But then I faced the truth that this is so 
easy, and always a big hit. My brother and I played with my kids, and we had one of 
those great A2A moments when Molly was trying to decide which was more Boring—Big 
Bird or My Grandpa . . . with her grandpa sitting right behind her and laughing. We 
played twice, using more forgiving kids' rules of one card played per player, no one 
getting shut out. (I definitely prefer the pressure of the normal speed game, but with 
readers of uneven skill this works better.) 

Wurmeln 

Rather than a straight race, lately I've been preferring a simple "track" design, and/or an 
obstacle to worm around. This was just an out-and-around sort of track, like a 3/4-lap 
horse race. Turns out that was slightly too long, and somewhat boring of a layout 
(crossing over or doubling back might've been cool), but the game still worked ok. Like 
all good outings of this game, one player (my brother Matt) jumped out to what seemed 
an uncatchable lead, but then Molly started gaining . . . and gaining ... to finally 
overtake & win at the last bit. She often wins this game, go figure! Besides those two, we 
got my wife, mother, and sister-in-law to play. 

Bohnanza 

This is one of the few family strategy games that some of my family already know. In 
fact, Matt and his wife Jessie had played their copy (which I'd given as a gift years ago) 
with visiting family just the week before. The rules and turn sequence was a little 
bewildering for my mom, but she got it well enough and said she really enjoyed the 
game. As much as I like this—and I do—it has the possibility of lasting a little too long if 
people overwork the negotiations. I shouldn't mess with success, just play the darn game! 
But I'd like to introduce them to some other card games like Coloretto or Frank's Zoo . 
(Actually I've tried both of those with minor success. So what am I thinking?! Stick with 
Bohnanza!) 

Category 5 

Some time ago I needed to include my old copy of Take 6 to complete a trade deal, then 
took forever to replace it. I finally did with this new, somewhat themed edition. We were 
down to just three players by that point, probably fewer than this game really needs, but I 
thought the uniqueness of the game would shine through. It did, sort of, taking a hand or 
so before my brother and mom saw what was going on. Then we played it a second time, 
and it went smoother, but didn't really wow either of them. 

Thunder Road 

My son was living a video game-less holiday (long car ride and everything), having been 
grounded from them for an offense I won't discuss here. :-) He's not too impressed by 









boardgames, but did ask to bring this Mad Max-inspired race/combat game. Nice enough 
components, open conflict, and an action-movie style theme appeal to 10-year old boys, 
what do you know? :-) The game was ok, in fact he loved it yet again, but I'm getting 
bored with it quickly. It's the usual problem—not enough real decisions. Not bad, but I 
should've tried to get him to bring Roller Coaster Tycoon instead. That's definitely better. 


Raj 

This ended up playing the way I'd hoped Category 5 would: a simple numeric card game 
that everyone quickly got, and generated both boos & cheers. Yeah, it's just Hoi's der 
Geier, which I also own (Sid Sackson's old copy!), but it's still a good game. And it's 
funny how a little upgrade in components—the scoring tiles rather than cards, plus 
perhaps more inspired theming—makes a real difference in the game's appeal to 
nongamers. They don't distill a game's experience down to its base mechanics as readily 
as we hobbyists do, something the publishers understand (the good ones, anyway). I have 
some hope this can be a quick game to play with my immediate family even when not on 
a holiday. 

Axis & Allies:D-Day 

This, of course, was the wargame I played. I’d played it once before, another 3-player 
outing with my regular gamers. At the time I thought this might be one I could convince 
my dad to try. He's neither a gamer nor a wargamer, but he's got an interest in military 
history, at least of The History Channel WW2 western front-centric variety. He's also 
visited Normandy, making a special point to go there on his first retirement trip to 
Europe. So I figured I had a shot. Let dad take the familiar Americans, put my brother 
beside him commanding the Brits/Canadians and helping him with rules, while I opposed 
on the German side. It worked! I don't think this will be a regular thing—we may never 
play another wargame at all—but at least we did it this once. My brother made many of 
the decisions, but dad made his share, too. At the end, he commented that whoever 
designed the game knew what he was doing, thinking of the effect of Allied air 
superiority and the trouble the Americans had clearing Omaha beach. (I just knew the 
depiction of air power in this game was going to go over well!) Basic wargaming stuff, 
ok, but like nothing he'd seen before, I'm sure. I don't think my dad ever played so much 
as Risk, in fact. Yea! As for the game's outcome, it was much like my other play—Allies 
appearing to dominate by the midgame, but ultimately running out of time by a single 
turn (or maybe two), with St. Lo proving a tough nut to crack. 


November 24, 2004 

Thanksgiving gaming 

In a few hours I leave to spend Thanksgiving with my family. Ours isn't a big one, just 6 
adults and 3 kids ages 1, 8, and 10. I'm bringing a bunch of games again, chosen with this 
mostly non-gamer crowd in mind (only my brother could I really consider a hobby 
gamer). Let me think, what have I packed up? I think I grabbed Ticket to Ride, Through 





the Desert, Category 5 (6 Nimmt), Die Fugger, Hick Hack, Wurmeln, Apples to Apples 
Jr, Thunder Road, Drunter & Druber, Get The Goods, Bohnanza, Raj, Coloretto, Starship 
Catan, and my big hope: Axis & Allies:D-Day. The latter looks like an odd pick—and it 
is, except that my brother has played some wargames in his time and my father is fan of 
The History Channel and WW2/D-Day history in particular. He visited the area during 
his first trip to Europe a couple years ago. So maybe...just maybe I can get them to play it 
with me. 

I just wish I could fit the Crokinole board, but I think our minivan is full to the brim. 


November 11, 2004 

Hello to any new readers 

Today Rick Thornquist mentioned this blog in his own, Game wire . He provides a link to 
one of my recent posts summarizing this year's Fairplay magazine Scouting Report from 
Essen. However, I think the more interesting entry is one from a few days prior, when I 
compare how well the previous year's (2003's) Fairplay scouts did compared to current 
opinion about the games. 


November 10,2004 

Geekspeak junkie 

I'm quickly becoming a diehard fan of Geekspeak , the new homebrew audio program 
about boardgames. This is part of the next wave of power-to-the-people Internet content 
& delivery, podcasting. Like the early days of websites, when there was an amazing 
display of poor graphic design skills (see my own home page for a current example!), 
these early podcasts are finding their own way. Almost everyone doing them has no 
experience in broadcasting. Even so, the personal feeling and targeted audience of a 
podcast makes it great. Just like you couldn't find a good boardgame magazine in 1996— 
but could find at least a dozen good websites—now we are beginning to have podcasts 
providing "boardgaming radio." 

The name "podcasts" belies the medium's connection to iPod devices. However, that was 
just the consumer product that got this technology to the tipping point . Now it's taking off 
on its own, using a variety of software and devices. I don't have an iPod, myself. 
However, I can easily listen to the shows through my desktop machine. Later I figured 
out how to download them to my Palm device (which I still want to call a Palm Pilot), 
and listen with headphones. Most recently I've tried burning the episodes to audio CDs 








which I can listen to in the car. I've got a long commute to & from work (45 or an hour 
each way), so the longer Geekspeak episodes are perfect for me. 

Predictably, all of this excitement in the medium has made me contemplate making my 
own podcasts. I read a few web pages that show how to do it, so I may try an experiment. 
Geekspeak is a 1-2 hour interview show. At least that's how it's developed so far. I'd 
probably aim for something more like a 15-30 minute session report/game 
review/editorial format, using recent Santa Clarita Boardgamer sessions as my main 
content. 


November 09, 2004 

Essen order on the way! 

For the past few years I’ve placed group orders to German webstores shortly after Essen, 
as we hear the buzz about new titles (and take advantage of some bargains). Adam Spielt 
is the gold standard for ordering overseas, though we've also ordered from Magnus 
Spiele, AllGames4You, and Playme.de This particular year we went with Playme.de, 
mostly because they had Oltremare in stock and a good price for Reef Encounter. I 
ordered both of those, plus Geschenkt and Im Auftrag des Konigs (the Adlung game). 
As usual, I opened this order up to the rest of the Santa Clarita Boardgamers, as well as 
two other local game groups. Getting the order size up helps to amortize the overseas 
shipping expenses. 

Jonathan Degann and I have been placing orders like these since '98. We've said we 
should write up a little "how-to" article, uploading it to The Games Journal or 
Boardgamegeek . Would this be useful, I wonder? Now with the Euro-Dollar exchange 
rate being so lousy, these orders from Europe are less financially compelling. But they're 
still worth doing. Many of the games we're ordering aren't even listed at Funagain , 
Gamefest , Fairplay , or Boulder . Others are several bucks cheaper ordered this way, and a 
few are amazing bargains. 


November 08, 2004 

Getting out of Magic 

This is some sort of landmark—I'm selling off my Magic:The Gathering collection on 
ebay. Actually, that's not quite true, since I decided to save the twenty or so decks I've 
still got constructed. Only one or two of those are the sort of preconstructed decks you 
buy intact. Everything else is my own design, and almost all of those date from my early 
days enjoying this game. So I'll still have plenty of options to play the game some more, 











should that happen again. But the 5000+ cards I'm that are just sitting in card storage 
boxes are being sold. 

A lot of boardgamers don't think too much of M:tG. And although my interest in 
boardgames came at the expense of Magic, I don't really think of one style of gaming 
being obviously better than the other. It's just different. Even though I played in a few 
small scale, regional tournaments, I never found much validity to the criticism that Magic 
is a "money game." Yeah, you end up spending more than twenty bucks, but most 
boardgamers I know spend more on the boardgame collection than I ever did on Magic 
cards. 

The real difference between Magic and boardgaming is intensity. When I was playing 
Magic from 94-96, it was the only game I really played, I thought about it all the time (on 
my commute, etc.), and it's what I read about on the Internet and in magazines. I played a 
few hours every week, plus some rudimentary online play (using text shorthand over chat 
channels!). A decade later, I think I spend about the same time & mental energy on 
boardgames today! 

Where boardgames do have an edge over Magic is socially. Not that playing Magic isn't 
social—I met a lot of interesting people through that game. However, anyone who's been 
reading my blog or other comments knows that I'm always trying to shift my hobby to 
one more inclusive of the rest of my family, and to distance myself from the "geekier" 
aspects. Magic, with all of its fantasy theming and dark imagery, doesn't do that very 
well. Bohnanza and Ticket To Ride are much, much better in that regard. 


November 05, 2004 

Mr. President 

OK, with the election going the wrong way (from my perspective), the chances of Mr. 
President being played & enjoyed by my family at Thanksgiving is nil. But my regular 
game group isn't bothered! :-) In fact, Ryan said he was really in the mood to try it again, 
and since we had exactly four people it was a perfect opportunity to play the partnership 
game. (The best way, to be sure.) 

It was fun, though for some reason we had even more fun with it last time (when Arnold 
became governor). I was the Democratic Vice-Presidential candidate, and our side won a 
landslide victory. Some of it was due to our superior debating skill (though we didn't 
actually "win" any of the three debates), stronger home states than our opponents, and a 
fair bit of luck. The luck comes from rolling the 7 or doubles that allows you to engage in 
a debate, use political advertising, or go back to your home state. Then there's the less 
direct but just as important effect of being able to play your ballot cards quickly, run out 
your deck first, and "steal" some ballots from your opponents during the 
Undecided/Absentee vote tally. 





Next time we play I think we'll try the modifications suggested by Jared Scarborough to 
bring the game up to date with a 2004 political landscape. 


November 04, 2004 

Ebay games 

Oops, I forgot to mention here that I'm selling a few more things on ebay . The auctions 
end in less than 24 hours, actually, so move quickly if interested. I'm selling Die 
Schatzinsel , Groovy , Lionheart , Searfarers 5-6 Expansion , Quads , and QUIXO . 


November 02,2004 

The Grinning Americans 

Yep, I voted. First thing, before I went to work. I really enjoy it, so I never file absentee 
ballots. (Just once when I was in college.) I know it's not as fun & easy for everyone, but 
in my little suburbs I get to walk half a block to a home where senior volunteers have 
cleaned up & converted their garage into a polling place. A half-dozen portable polling 
stations are set up, and there's a small line of neighbors waiting to vote. I'm a moderate- 
liberal in a conservative town (my wife counted 12 Bush bumper stickers to 4 for Kerry— 
including ours—on our block), but everything is friendly. 

California typically has a lot of ballot measures for the citizens to vote on, not just the 
major political candidates. After seeing all of the untrustworthy political ads for several 
weeks, my wife and I just read through the nonpartisan legislative analysis, as well as the 
impassioned arguments for and against (do all states provide this sort of packet? I think 
it's invaluable.) We talked it over and made up our own mind. Today at lunch I overheard 
young folks at another table talking about felons and DNA—undoubtedly a reference to 
one of the ballot measures. I know it's corny, but I really get a charge out of seeing all of 
these regular folks having water cooler discussions about the topics, and proudly wearing 
the "I voted" sticker. I'm just sorry mine blew away when I drove with the window open 
(still nice weather in California, you see!). 

Regarding boardgames, I really wanted to play Mr. President before today. Actually, 
what I really want is to play a partnership game with my family over Thanksgiving. But 
no one will be in the mood if our candidate loses today. Go Kerry/Edwards! My family 
boardgaming is depending on it! :-) (That new parody-election game from Martin 
Wallace, Election USA , sounds like it might be worth a look, too.) 


-Mark 














P.S. This was the first year I put bumper stickers on the car, and a yard sign in the lawn. 
Kay, so someone spit on my wife's car near the sticker when she was shopping. Believe it 
or not, that was kind of exciting. I guess we're stirring up things a tiny bit. We've found a 
few more Democrats this way, and one muttered under her breath, "There are more of us 
than you think." :-) 


October 25, 2004 

Fair play's final scouting results 

Essen 2004 is now over, and Fairplay's scouting report is finalized. Here's the complete 
list of every game that got at least 10 votes. I'd prefer to use 25 as the cutoff, but that left 
off too many games. Were there fewer votes this year, or maybe more games overall that 
spread out the votes? As before, I transformed their voting system into a 10-point scale 
similar to what's familiar from Boardgamegeek, the Internet ToplOO list, and so on. 

Winners 

Im Schatten des Drachen (In the Shadow of the Dragon) is an expansion/2-player 
version for Riickkehr der Helden. Not my kind of game. The next highly ranked game 
is Alea's not-yet-ready Louis XIV. It's typical for Alea to test or show their upcoming 
game at Essen. I'm glad it's so good, but it won't be available for months. 

But the next one, Ys, is one to look for. Limited edition from a new company...this had 
all the makings of a wait-and-see game. It sure got high marks, though, and from plenty 
of people. I hope I can track down a copy. 

Penki is a Pretty Wooden Abstract, so not for everyone (remember my comments earlier 
about niche games?). Normally I'd be interested, and I guess I still might be. But another 
X-in-a-row game? 

Oltremare is one that Mik Svellov said good things about before the show, and that's 
certainly proved to be right. It was a limited edition game. "Was," because I heard they 
sold all of the copies they brought to Essen. I imagine more will be produced, though that 
may take a little time. Or perhaps there are some available at distributors. Jenseits von 
Theben (Beyond Thebes) is the next highly rated game, also limited edition. Did it sell 
out? Note the limited number of votes, though. Take it with a grain of salt. 

Oh, heck...I'm too tired to write any more about these games. Anyone can read this table. 
I'd be very careful about choosing any near the bottom of the list. Might be some real 
stinkers down there. I've certainly crossed a couple games off my wishlist after seeing 
these scouting results and reading some online reports. I've added a few to the list, too. 


Votes 



Game 

Publisher 

Rating Total 12 3 

4 

5 6 

Im Schatten des Drachen 

Pegasus 

9 

17 

114 1 

1 


Louis XIV 

Alea 

9 

36 

21 10 4 

1 


Ys 

Y stari 

9 

44 

23 12 9 



Penki 

HiKu 

9 

12 

3 9 



Oltremare 

Mind the Move 

8 

66 

27 30 6 

1 

2 

Jenseits von Theben 

Prinz Spiele 

8 

12 

5 3 4 



Feudo 

Zugames 

8 

15 

7 2 6 



Memoir 44 

Days of Wonder 

8 

19 

8 4 7 



Das Zepter von Zavandor 

Lookout Games 

8 

58 

23 23 5 

6 

1 

Scottish Highland Whisky 
Race 

JKLM Games 

8 

20 

8 6 5 

1 


Struggle of Empires 

Warfrog 

8 

26 

8 12 5 


1 

Die dunklen Lande 

Hans im Gluck 

8 

13 

2 9 2 



Im Auftrag des Konigs 

Adlung 

8 

28 

6 16 5 

1 


Wie ich die Welt sehe... 

Abacus 

8 

41 

7 27 5 

2 


De Ontembare Stadt 

The Game Master 

8 

27 

7 13 5 

2 


Munchkin 2 

Pegasus 

8 

23 

6 10 5 

2 


Black Elephant 

LudoArt 

8 

21 

5 10 4 

2 


Himalaya 

Tilsit Editions 

8 

34 

11 145 

2 

1 1 

Leapfrog 

Fragor Games 

8 

37 

7 19 9 

1 

1 

Jambo 

Kosmos 

8 

22 

5 8 8 

1 


Old Town 

Clicker Spiele 

8 

65 

13 33 11 7 

1 

Team Work 

Adlung 

7 

17 

3 9 3 

1 

1 

Reef Encounter 

R&D Games 

7 

27 

2 184 

3 


Flix Mix 

Adlung 

7 

20 

5 6 8 


1 

Niagara 

Zoch 

7 

90 

15 40 26 9 


Chinagold 

B ambus 

7 

31 

4 15 10 2 


Ins Innere Afrikas 

Phalanx Games 

7 

21 

6 7 3 

5 


City and Guilds 

JKLM Games 

7 

18 

2 9 6 

1 


Friedrich 

histogame 

7 

12 

2 6 2 

2 


Baubylon 

Clemens Gerhards 

7 

11 

1 7 1 

2 


Geschenkt (...ist noch zu 
teuer!) 

Amigo 

7 

106 

20 46 23 15 2 

GroBe Geschafte 

BeWitched-Spiele 

7 

44 

10 15 12 5 

2 

Der Prestel Schlossgarten 

Prestel 

7 

31 

4 17 5 

3 

2 

Neuland 

Eggert-Spiele 

7 

54 

10 22 12 9 

1 

Spank the money 

Gigantoskop 

7 

24 

5 8 7 

3 

1 



Meisterdiebe 

Typo 

Sole Mio 

Wings of War 

Meine Zwerge fliegen hoch 

SeaSim 

Telebohn 

Der Untergang von Pompeji 
Tanz der Homochsen 
Carcassonne - Die Stadt 
Razzia 

Der Graf von Carcassonne 

Dicke Damonen 

Goldbrau 

Bootleggers 

Die Tore der Stadt 

Sackwas 

Im Schatten des Kaisers 
Flandem 1302 
Capt'n Kidd 

In 80 Tagen um die Welt 

Die Weinhandler 

Railroad Dice - Deutschland 

Colossal Arena 

Garten-Zwerge e.V. 

Boomtown 

Piranha Pedro 

Schatzbold 

Kablamo 

Moguli 

Pompeji 

UFOs! Fritten aus dem All 
Block It! 

Bohnaparte 

DRG 

Candamir 

Employee of the Month 
Feenbalz 


Zoch 7 

Cwali 7 

Abacus 7 

Mad Man's Magic 7 

Pegasus 7 

Cwali 7 

Lookout Games 7 

Amigo 7 

Amigo 7 

Hans im Gluck 7 

Amigo 7 

Hans im Gluck 7 

Edition Erlkonig 7 

Zoch 7 

Eagle Games 7 

Queen Games 7 

Witt-Spiele 7 

Hans im Gluck 7 

Queen Games 7 

B ambus 7 

Kosmos 7 

Amigo 7 

Wassertal Spieleverlag 6 
Fantasy Flight Games 6 
Argentum 6 

Face 2 Face Games 6 

Goldsieber 6 

Lookout Games 6 

Gigantoskop 6 

Abacus 6 

CardChess 6 

Argentum 6 

The Game Master 6 

Amigo 6 

Themenspiele Meppen 6 
Kosmos 6 

Dancing Eggplant Games 6 
Krimsus Krimskrams- 6 


80 

8 

41 19 10 2 


36 

5 

14 12 5 


27 

2 

13 9 3 


18 


12 5 

1 

14 

4 

3 5 1 

1 

61 

6 

26 22 6 

1 

13 

2 

5 4 11 


139 

11 61 48 19 


115 

11 49 41 8 6 


85 

9 

35 27 12 2 


53 

5 

23 17 6 2 


24 

1 

137 1 2 


39 

2 

19 12 5 1 


119 

8 

48 48 14 

1 

19 

1 

9 5 4 


11 

1 

4 4 2 


11 

2 

4 2 2 1 


72 

10 24 23 12 3 


89 

11 34 24 13 7 


19 


8 9 2 


35 

5 

10 15 2 1 

2 

76 

1 

31 32 10 2 


30 

3 

11 9 4 3 


14 


7 3 4 


33 

2 

10 15 5 1 


26 

1 

109 5 1 


144 

17 49 42 21 10 5 

33 

3 

145 7 4 


28 

4 

106 3 4 

1 

14 


4 8 2 


48 

4 

13 20 5 6 


14 

1 

2 8 3 


16 

2 

5 3 5 

1 

10 


4 3 2 1 


10 


4 3 2 1 


102 

8 

25 34 28 6 

1 

30 

1 

8 14 3 4 


15 


4 7 3 1 




Metallurgie 

Karibik 

Bad Hollywood 

Piratengold 

Hexenhammer 

Jochen der Rochen 

Die Garten der Alhambra 

Frantic Frankfurt 

Sicilianos 

Submarine 

Skaal 

Knock! Knock! 

Clocktower 

Das Prestel Nasenspiel 

Popeln 

Bloody Legacy 

Ligretto2 
Hispanola 
Media Mogul 

Gruftmeister - The Directors 
Cut 

Powersoccer 

Casanova 

YES 


Kiste 

Argentum 6 

Winning Moves 6 

Krimsus Krimskrams- , 

Kiste 

LudoArt 6 

Sphinx Spieleverlag 6 

Zoch 6 

Queen Games 6 

Kronberger 5 

Zoch 5 

Winning Moves 5 

Tilsit Editions 5 

Jolly Roger Games 5 

Jolly Roger Games 5 

Prestel 5 

Sphinx Spieleverlag 4 

Surprised Stare Games . 

Ltd. 4 

Schmidt 4 

Pro Ludo 4 

JKLM Games 4 

YunGames 4 

Eggert-Spiele 4 

KidultGame 3 

Ravensburger 3 


23 

1 

5 

11 3 

3 


98 

7 

24 35 20 9 

3 

10 


1 

7 

2 



28 


4 

16 7 

1 


26 


5 

14 4 

3 


14 


3 

5 

6 



73 

5 

12 30 16 7 

3 

38 

2 

5 

13 15 2 

1 

14 

1 

2 

4 

4 

3 


71 


11 

30 20 8 

2 

33 

1 

4 

11 134 


12 

1 

2 

3 

3 

2 

1 

15 


3 

3 

6 

2 

1 

11 



5 

5 


1 

31 

2 

5 

3 

11 8 

2 

17 


4 

6 

1 

1 

5 

13 


3 

1 

4 

5 


23 


1 

10 6 

2 

4 

12 


1 

5 

2 

1 

3 

10 


1 

2 

4 

2 

1 

18 


1 

7 

1 

6 

3 

14 


1 

1 

6 

5 

1 

17 



2 

8 

4 

3 


October 23, 2004 

Yet more Essen scouting 

Fairplay posted a substantial update to the scouting report, now with data through the end 
of Friday. With the time change, I imagine the Saturday-ending update ought to be out 
soon, too. There'll be one more on Sunday, but I bet the ratings are already starting to 
settle down. The current set of data has at least ten ratings for each game. Now the best 
and best-missed games appear to be... 



Winners (rating 8+): Ys, Louis XIV, Oltremare 
Losers (rating 5-): Popeln, Submarine 

Gosh, not many titles despite there being much more data. I expect that's because the 
ratings are normalizing around 6-8, just like they do on Boardgamegeek. That's the 
middle part of the bell curve, where almost all games end up. I think for my next look at 
the data I'll reach down to rating 7 and up for winners, and to 6 and below for "losers." 


October 22, 2004 

First scouting report 

There's not really enough data to go on yet, but Fairplay magazine has posted ratings 
from the first day. Almost no games have even 10 ratings yet, and none have 25 yet (the 
minimum I prefer to use). So we really should wait a few more days. 

But who can wait?!? :-) 

OK, if I set an absolute minimum threshold of 5 ratings (which could come from a single 
playing of a game!), a few early winners & losers reveal themselves. 

Winners (rating 8+): Geschenkt, Niagara, Carcassone:The City, Piranha Pedro, and 
Master Thief (Meisterdiebe) 

Losers (rating 5-): Frantic Frankfurt, Popeln, Schatzbold 


October 21, 2004 

How accurate is Fair play's Essen scouting? 

Every year the folks from the German game magazine Fairplay set up a booth at Essen. 
Besides pitching subscriptions, they collect informal rankings for the new games from 
Essen attendees. These are shared on the web after the event (during?). The ranking 
system isn't the familiar 10-point scale we commonly use in the English-speaking world. 
Instead, it's based on a school grade system, only rather than A-F or a 4-point scale it's a 
6-point scale, with 6 being worst. 

It's simple enough—just look for the games scoring between 1 and 2, but today I tried 
inverting & transforming 2003's Fairplay results to a 10-point scale. Once I did that, I 
could then compare their average Essen scouting scores with the game ratings on 







Boardgamegeek . (I used the raw averages from BGG rather than the Bayesian ones. I 
don't think it really matters.) 

The point of all this is to see how good of an indicator the Essen scounting reports are. 

Do they do a good job finding the best games in just a few frantic days? Or are there 
good ones that slip through? Worse, are there games with good buzz that later fall flat? 

I look at this comparative data and come away with the conclusion that the Essen 
scouting is pretty good, but not great. Put another way, it's good overall, but with some 
notable exceptions. Last year, the Essen scouting kind of missed Santiago. You can't 
really say the same about Carcassonne:The Castle— there was lots of attention paid to it- 
-but the later opinion of that game was notably higher than the early buzz at Essen. Over¬ 
expectations, perhaps? Attika is somewhere in between. It didn't have the attention of 
The Castle, but was much more visible than Santiago. It's just that the opinion of the 
game rose even higher after the event. (It was still a Top Ten game in the Essen scouting, 
accurate enough.) 

Yinsh is special in that it's a niche game. Abstract fans love it. Not just abstract fans, but 
it's reasonable to expect a game like that will suffer a bit in broad polling. I'm less sure 
what to make of Einfach Tierisch, the German remake of Knizia's High Society. Why 
didn't it get higher marks in the scouting report? Maybe just because it IS a remake, and 
attendees of the fair are more interested in new titles. Is Warcraft a niche game, too, or 
just one that Americans/Brits with more fantasy wargame background can appreciate. 

Perhaps more significant are the handful of titles the Essen scouts really liked, but whose 
buzz cooled off pretty quickly. Last year, that was Maya, Ludoviel, and Logistico. How 
can you guard against that when looking at this year's scouting report? I'm not sure. 

Picknick Panik is what happens when the scouting report includes only a limited number 
of votes from a skewed sample of fans. Not that many of these ratings are statistically 
valid—this is just an extreme case. 

I don't think too much should be made of discrepancies or any other analysis of the low- 
end games. Yeah, BSZZZ! shows lower in BGG ratings, while King Arthur shows a bit 
higher. We might be dealing with degrees of mediocrity, though, so it's not worth much 
attention. 

Looking forward to 2004's scouting report, then, what should we watch out for: 

1. Niche products. The people that already like these will like them, but the broader 
polling results will make their scouting scores a bit lower. 

2. Low number of votes. Fairplay tends to screen out games receiving less than 10 votes 
in their online posting, but I think you need 25-50 votes before you can be very confident 
with the results. Many of the games receiving few votes are coming from small/unknown 
publishers where your risk is higher already. 



3. Kids games. I already filtered out the games intended just for children in the results 
below, but Fairplay doesn't. 

4. Over-expectations. If there's a game with lots of anticipation (Care:The Castle, King 
Arthur), then if it turns out to be merely good, not great, the ratings will be lower due to 
disappointment. But it still may be a fine purchase. (Perhaps the Tresham & Wallace 
games could apply here.) 

5. Remakes. Looks like the Essen attendees aren't wild about remakes, maybe because 
they're sometimes surprises. But there's nothing wrong with a good remake. (Watch out 
for Razzia/Ra.) 

Even with all of that, there will be inaccuracies. What else can you expect? Last year, 
Maya was rated by Essen attendees significantly higher than Santiago, and now that 
looks like a bad call. That'll probably happen again, and the only way to avoid it is to 
wait much longer before you spend your money. Best of all, of course, would be to try 
before you buy. 

Here's a graph showing my 10-point converted Essen ratings versus what's on 
Boardgamegeek. Following the graph is the full table showing all of the titles and their 
two scores. 



Fairplay Magazine's Essen Scouting Report versus Boardgamegeek Ratings 


Chart Area 
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Game 

BGG 

Fairplay 

Princes of the Renaissance 

7.9 

8.5 

San Juan 

7.7 

8.4 

Yinsh 

8.1 

8.4 

Maya 

6.6 

8.4 

Fresh Fish 

6.9 

8.2 

Railroad Dice 

6.8 

8.0 

Attika 

7.6 

7.8 

Finstere Flure 

7.2 

7.8 

Pingvinas 

6.9 

7.6 

Ludoviel 

5.8 

7.6 










Zauberschwert & Drachenei 

6.2 

7.6 

Feurio 

6.6 

7.5 

Iglu Pop 

7 

7.4 

0 Zoo le mio 

7.1 

7.4 

Subulata 

7.1 

7.4 

Logistico 

6.5 

7.4 

Tom Tube 

7 

7.2 

Age of Mythology 

7.1 

7.2 

Bridges of Shangri-La 

7.2 

7.2 

Global Powers 

6.9 

7.1 

Die Fugger 

6.8 

7.0 

King Me! 

6.5 

7.0 

Santiago 

7.6 

7.0 

Dracula 

6.6 

6.9 

Die sieben Siegel 

7.1 

6.9 

Flaschenteufel 

7.1 

6.8 

Cronberg 

6.4 

6.8 

Schwarzarbeit 

6.1 

6.7 

Fantasy Pub 

6.7 

6.7 

Picknick Panik 

4.2 

6.6 

Industria 

7.2 

6.5 

Top Speed 

7 

6.4 

Kogge 

7.1 

6.4 

Carcassonne - The Castle 

7.7 

6.4 

Lawless 

6.2 

6.4 

Mamba 

7.2 

6.3 

InterUrban 

6.8 

6.3 

Anno 1503 

6.6 

6.3 

Lucky Loop 

5.5 

6.2 

Borgia 

6 

6.2 

Bonobo Beach 

6.4 

6.1 

Ruhe in Frieden 

5 

6.1 

Maka Bana 

6.7 

6.0 

GRO: Battle for the Petri Dish 5.8 

5.9 

Sunda to Sahul 

6.5 

5.9 

Alexandras 

6.4 

5.9 

Intrige 

6.9 

5.9 

Nuggets 

6.2 

5.9 



Einfach Tierisch 

7.4 

5.8 

Die wilden FuBballkerle 

6.3 

5.6 

BSZZZZ! 

4.2 

5.6 

Yellowstone Park 

5.2 

5.4 

Fluxx 

5.6 

5.4 

The Kookaburra Game 

5.2 

5.2 

Hoppla Lama 

5.4 

5.0 

Clue - The Card Game 

6.1 

5.0 

Turbo 

4.7 

4.9 

Warcraft 

6.8 

4.8 

Tomb Raider 

5.8 

4.6 

Coyote 

6.8 

4.6 

King Arthur 

4.8 

4.4 

Crocodile Pool Party 

5.2 

4.3 

Fliegen 

5.9 

4.0 

Secret of the Tombs 

5.1 

3.3 

Wo ist Jack the Ripper? 

5 

3.1 


October 19,2004 

Essen excitement 

Every year when Essen rolls around I go through the same process: piqued interest, an 
effort to not get carried away by it, and eventual giving in to the excitement. Even though 
I know a lot of the heavy-hitters are released at other times during the year (like 
Nuremburg), Essen still has more interest. That's because there are many more 
publishers, large and small, with many more titles. Some will have a lot of buzz before 
the show, some will get sort of a "hidden gem" reputation (that I often feel is forced), and 
several others won't get much attention at all in the nearterm, only to have it build slowly 
later. Essen is fun as a spectator sport. 

A couple years ago we would place a big order to Germany to get these games. Now 
more than ever are being released here in America in English language editions. Also, the 
Euro-Dollar exchange rate is still lousy, taking much of the fun out of these orders. We'll 
still place one for the games that aren't being translated or imported, plus some of the 
inevitable post-Essen blowout sale titles. (Last year everyone seemed to be selling 
Giganten for about 12 Euro, for instance.) 



When does Essen start, anyway? I don't think it's quite yet, but it must be close. Just 
enough time for me to list the games I'm excited about (or at least interested in) before 
the more informed opinions start streaming in. To do this I'm of course using the amazing 
Essen Preview put together by the folks at Gamefest . No more piping Spielbox-Online 
through a machine translator to try to make sense of the German game news. Yea! I'm 
going to have to place another game order with Gamefest.com as a thank-you. 


Favorites 

Im Auftrag des Konigs — I have a weakness for Adlung games, and usually find at least 
one keeper every Essen. Nothing really jumps out at me from the list of new titles this 
year, not like other years with good descriptions or established designers. This is the only 
one that looks promising in 2004. 

Geschenkt — Ah yes, the quirky or innovative card game. These are the sorts of games 
that fall through the cracks of the various translator-publishers. 

Der Untergang von Pompeji (The Sinking of Pompeii) — After Carcassonne and Die 
Fugger, I'm willing to go on Klaus-Jiirgen Wrede's name alone. (Of course, there's some 
danger in that, like last year's Yellowstone Park from Uwe Rosenberg.) A good theme 
and some tile-laying mechanics also help seal the deal for me. 

Die Weinhandler — A compact little card game of auctions & set collecting from the 
designer team that brought us Santiago. I can't see why this wouldn't be worth a try. 

Metallurgie — Ooh, cool theme, mechanics that could work, and nice graphics on the 
box. That's enough for me to try a card game. 

Seasim — I was recently on the fence about tracking down a copy of the generally- 
unappreciated Visjes. So I'm delighted that a new & improved version is now available. 

Farfalia — It was interesting to read the author's story of this game's development by the 
publisher. 

Letter Poker, Lucca, Out! and Wordfinger — I'm charmed by the idea of these little 
one-card giveaway games from da Vinci. I wonder how I can get them? 

Mystery Train — The promotional micro-expansion for Ticket to Ride. Why not? 

Ice Cream — Designed by a friend, and with an especially family-friendly theme. 

Carcassonne: The City — Can't wait! This is the game I'm most excited about seeing. I 
love the deluxe treatment for a favorite game. 



Wings of War: Watch Your Back — We've had fun with the first set, so the next one is 
an automatic purchase. 


Reef Encounter — Not sure how this will play, but the theme and limited number of 
copies sucked me in. 

High Bohn Plus — The only Bohnanza expansion I really enjoyed, I've just been waiting 
for an English version. 


Maybes 

Sole Mio! — I always liked the idea of Mamma Mia more than I enjoyed the game itself. 

I don't see why I'd need a sequel/expansion. But like I said, maybe. It's cheap & small, 
which certainly works in its favor. 

Razzia — In general I like the idea of card game versions of board games. If they'd done a 
straight translation here, I'd be all over it. But I don't like this retheming (Uberplay's is 
worse), and if what I heard is true about "disaster tiles" being removed from the game I 
won't like it at all. 

Tanz der Hornochsen — Here's a board game version of a card game. I don't care for 
this development path nearly so much, but 6 Nimmt is so charming I may give this a 
chance. 

Abracadabra — As a little card game from a publisher showing promise, this should just 
about be an automatic purchase for me. If the theme were different, it might be. I've had 
enough monster & magic themes to last me a lifetime. 

Kablamo — Has the potential to be this year's Bang! (no pun intended) 

Piranha Pedro — Very nearly a must-buy for me on the strength of Annawerk design 
team, but I wasn't fond of Attika or Attribut, so I'll hold off. (I really enjoy Verrater, 
Meuterer, and Lift Off.) Plus now I've played it on BSW, and I think it may even be too 
light for me. 

Akaba — A delightful theme and game equipment (a "puffer" to scoot flying carpets 
about the board), but I'll wait to hear if there's any gameplay going on in this dexterity 
game. The good ones have it, the bad ones don't. 

Carcassonne: Die Katharer and The Count of Carcassonne - I've got everything else 
so far (gold box plus last year's Spy & Scout micro expansion). Might as well get these, 
too, when I get a chance. 

Im Schatten des Kaisers (Shadow of the Emperor) - Last year my wife and I toured the 
part of Europe that had these Electors, so the theme hits home. 



Presidential Election — I can certainly have fun with the theme, but especially between 
now and the real election ... no way to get the game that quickly, and in any case I'm 
happy to play Mr. President. 

Ozeanien — Seems like this would be a lock for me, since I'm such a fan of Entdecker. 
However, I've played with this online, and it feels just like a little scoring puzzle using 
Entdecker tiles, without the enjoyment of the larger game. 

Candamir — I used to think I liked most everything that Teuber did, but have since 
found that wasn't true. I like exploration games, but was glad I held off on Anno 1503. 
This is definitely a wait-and-see. 

In 80 Tagen um die Welt - I'd like to try it first, but from all accounts this is an 
attractive, light, nicely produced boardgame. The sort of family-friendly game that wins 
Spiel des Jahre awards. That's what I like. 

Black Molly - To be honest, I'm mostly interested because of the name alone (my 
daughter's name). I wasn't impressed with Atta's Ants. 

Goldbrau — I think I want this, except that I already know someone in my local group 
that owns it. 

Struggle of Empires — Actually, the Martin Wallace games I've played have only been 
okay. The ones I prefer are the lighter ones, like Way Out West and perhaps La Strada. 
Definitely not the train games. I'm not at all sure about this one, as much as I like the 
subject matter. 

Karrabik — Sounds promising, but I'll wait to try it on BSW first. 


Other comments 

Mall World — Looks kind of interesting, thanks to Mik's writeup on Brett & Board, but I 
know others in my local gaming circles will get it, so I'll wait & see. 

Pitchcar Mini — A neat idea, but I've already shelled out enough money and shelfspace 
for my own Carabande and Action Set. 

I love the little Haba games that come in tins, but they're hard to get over here. The 
American mail order shops don't import them, and neither do the German shops list more 
than a couple. 


Friedrich — As interesting as this is, there's no sense spending the bucks to import a 3+ 
hour wargame when I've got other choices already. 



I'm curious about all of the lavishly produced Ludoart games, but I wonder who will 
really buy & play them. I traded away my own copy of Marracash last year, so I don't 
foresee spending huge bucks on an all-wooden version. 

I say I appreciate what publisher Phalanx is doing, but I've yet to put my money where 
my mouth is. Part of it is that they haven't really made these light wargames light enough 
for me. I already knew A House Divided could go a little long, and I tend to avoid Berg's 
games. Now here's something on WW1 from Ted Racier, but I'm just starting to play 
Dunnigan's old WW1 from S&T Magazine. That Heart of Africa title looks to be more 
innovative in its subject, at least. 


Game stores with RSS feeds? 

Gamefest sets the standard for RSS feeds from an online game store. These are currently 
used for news & release info. But what about putting blowout sale lists on an RSS feed? 
That would be slick. I'd especially like to see the German shops do this. (He says, after 
having recently skimmed Adam Spielt, Magnus Spiele, AllGames4You, and Playme.de 
for Essen season blowouts.) 


October 17, 2004 

Vacation NON-gaming 

I'm writing this entry from 30,000 feet or so, winging my way back home from a week's 
vacation in Hawaii. Pretty great, I know, but that didn't extend to any games. I brought a 
half-dozen small ones, hoping to play some with my wife and/or kids during the flights or 
especially at our rented condo. I have to pack these games on the sly otherwise my wife 
will ask, "Why are you bringing so many?!" Actually, she asked the same when I 
unpacked the suitcase on Maui! The reason, of course, is that you can't count on just one 
or two games being a hit with mostly nongamer family members. As long as they're small 
and you've got the room, where's the harm? 

Well, it didn't work out this time. Even when it does work, like my trip back in July, we 
only play a few of the ones I bring. This time we didn't really play any. Partly that's 
because I was only with my immediate family (my brother is the one I can most easily 
get to try games). But also it was the heat. Some heat is expected when you vacation on a 
tropical island—I know that!—but this trip was unseasonably warm. I've read theories that 
people play more games in areas with poorer weather, especially cold & wet indoor 
weather. This was just the opposite, warm & balmy. Even steamy. Under those 
conditions, no one wants to play a game sitting at a table—they want to go to the beach or 
pool. 




I love the beach & pool, too—that's why we come to Hawaii. Snorkeling, body surfing, 
just swimming in the waves... it's all good. But after a full day of that I'd love to play a 
game or two on the lanai (balcony) while hearing the waves crash. Nope. It was still too 
warm & sticky for anyone to want to do that. I guess I need to take my family 
vacationing someplace where they have sleet to turn them into gamers. :-) 

Even if the family games didn't happen, I was hoping to catch up on emails, this blog, 
maybe submit a Geeklist... those sorts of things. Nope, even I kind of lost my enthusiasm 
for it while on the vacation. I did at least check my emails, and one play-by-web game of 
Wallenstein wrapped up during the week. I even logged onto BSW once through the 
simple dialup line and played one game of St. Pete. 

Also, it's not quite right to say I did NO gaming. My daughter is the one most likely to 
play something, and she was in the mood for two kids' games most adults dread: Go Fish 
and War. I brought a standard deck of cards, but we also bought a Hawaiian themed one. 
Simple or even mindless as those games are, it was still fun to play with her. I played a 
lot of War when I was very little, and I still enjoy its drama. :-) (For the first 20 minutes.) 

Curious what I packed? I went with Flowerpower, Tally Ho!, Starship Catan, Hick 
Hack, Get The Goods, Bohnanza, Wurmeln, Die Fugger, Canal Grande, Battletech 

flip books (Lost Worlds style), Fluster, and that deck of cards. 


September 14,2004 

Deutscher Spiel Preis (again) 

Back on July 19 I mentioned that I'd just sent in my votes for the Deutscher Spiel Preis. 
It's kind of ironic that the DSPs—considered more of a "gamer's game" award—are voted 
on by the public via Internet and German game magazines, while the more commercial & 
family-oriented award—the influential Spiel des Jahre—is chosen by a select committee. 
What really matters are the results, and in 1997 (for instance) the SdJ was Mississippi 
Queen, while the DSP winner was Fowenherz (with MQ a distant 3rd). 

The results of the voting were posted today. Well, the partial results. We have the ranked 
listing of the top ten games. Eater we should get to hear what the actual vote tallies are. 
The DSPs use a simple point-voting system where each first place vote is worth 5 points, 
second is 4, and so on. Some years the voting for the top few games is close (such as 
2000, when Taj Mahal, Torres, and Vinci finished with 2184, 2064, and 2028 points). 
Other years there's a runaway, like when Puerto Rico more than tripled the score of the 
second-place Trans America. Sometimes the voting distribution is as interesting as the 
overall results. 

(By the way, the place to look up all of this interesting data is Mik Svellov's Brett & 
Board .) 






This year's winning games are 

1.. St Petersburg (Michael Tummelhofer) 

2.. San Juan (Andreas Seyfarth) 

3.. Goa (Rudiger Dorn) 

4.. Attika (Marcel-Andre Casasola Merkle) 

5.. Einfach Genial (Reiner Knizia) 

6.. Ticket to Ride (Alan R. Moon) 

7.. Maharaja (Michael Kiesling & Wolfgang Kramer) 

8.. Finstere Flure (Friedemann Friese) 

9.. Hansa (Michael Schacht) 

10.. The Bridges of Shangrila (Feo Colovini) 

I've played all of these except Shangri-Fa, and I'd order them as follows: 

St. Pete 
Hansa 

Ticket to Ride 
San Juan 
Einfach Genial 
Goa 

Maharaja 
Finstere Flure 
Attika 

...Except that's not reflecting of how I actually voted! Oops, so sue me. In that earlier 
weblog entry I wrote the following 

"I voted for Hansa, St. Petersberg, Die Fugger, Iglu Pop, and Wings of War. Just missing 
the cut were San Juan, Ticket to Ride, and Santiago." 

Actually, that's not too far off. Only Hansa and St. Pete are flipped (and I've played a lot 
more SP in recent weeks to firm up that opinion). The rest of the games I voted for didn't 
make the cut. And I'd still vote for them. 

Ryan Wheeler in my local group pointed out that three of the top five games are available 
on Brettspielwelt, while none of the bottom five are. Hmm. When I checked for 2003, the 
exact same is true: three of the top five. In 2002 it was just two of the top two, but they 
were the first and second place vote-getters. (Unless Puerto Rico wasn't online at the time 
of the voting—that may be true.) 

I wonder if we'll get to hear what proportion of the votes came through the Internet. The 
rest of them appear to come from paper ballots available at German game shops and 
catalogs. 



September 11, 2004 

Kicking the Habit 


I don't mean smoking. (Though the same friend & boss just did that. I'm pleased & 
impressed.) 

No, I'm talking about kicking the habit of keeping game records. I'm on the verge of 
giving it up. Should I? I've never kept extensive records, just a month-by-month listing of 
the games I play and the groups I played them with (Santa Clarita Boardgamers, SoCal 
Games Days, my kids, etc.). Around 2000 or so I felt like it was becoming too much, and 
stopped halfway through the year. . . 

. . . then at year's end I was sorry I didn't have the info to compare to what I'd collected 
since 1996.1 ended up fudging the data to the best of my memory. 

I've been letting my 2004 records slide for past month or so. From emails and such I can 
reconstruct it easily enough, but I'm wondering if I should just let it go. I've been pretty 
comfortable about dialing back some other parts of this hobby/obsession (mailing lists, 
BGG, etc.), why not just forget about these lists? 

Aw, who am I kidding—I'm going to update the list soon. :-) 

P.S. Candy played Die Fugger with me today. I think she even liked it. I've been hoping 
to expand the 2-player games we play infrequently (hoping they'll come out a little more 
often, too). I'm re-acquiring Canal Grande soon, hoping that might work, too. Certainly 
the theme helps. 


September 10,2004 

La Strada, Anno 1503, Heroscape, Coloretto, For Sale, 
Royal Turf 

The following is simply a reposting of the session report for my local group's latest game 
session. I always feel session reports are meant for your own group, not necessarily 
everyone else that might read a weblog. But there's no harm in posting them. I only 
mention it here in case my writing style doesn't really welcome the outside reader. I only 
post these reports externally once in a blue moon, but we actually meet weekly. 





Santa Clarita Boardgamers 
9/8/2004 


Ryan Davis came up to join us for Game of the Month, Anno 1503 , and some others. Our 
regular Ryan and Erin were there, and Greg was the fifth at my place last night. Ryan had 
even offered not to come if he'd be the 5th player on a 4-player game night, but I told him 
to come along anyway. We did just fine, and I figured he was jonesin' for some games. 

First up was La Strada . I sat out to let the others play, especially Greg who owns it as 
well but had never played! It's one of those good welterweight boardgames that's got 
more to it than a filler card game (at least in production, maybe not gameplay or strategic 
depth). The game has a reputation as being skewed toward the first player, or at least 
away from the last. This game didn't quite match that pattern, with the #2 player coming 
in first, followed by players 1, 4, and 3. I'm not sure if this game will be a keeper for me 
or not, but for the time being I'm glad to own it. 

After that Ryan D, Erin, and I broke out Anno 1503. The other Ryan blitzed us through 
the rules, and we were off. It's really a straightforward game. I'd heard the semi-snide 
comment a year ago that this game could've been called "The Settlers of Puerto-decker" 
due to its use of familiar systems from other games (two of the games from the same 
designer, Klaus Teuber). Well, yeah, that's reasonably accurate. I don't think this game's 
going to light anyone on fire, but it's definitely pleasant and very playable. I suppose I 
was a little underwhelmed, though that's more due to overexpectations than anything else. 
I'll be happy to play it again, and to try to do a little better. 

Over on the other table, Ryan W and Greg W broke out Heroscape on its grand scale. I 
think Erin called it a "total dorkfest," or something, but even I know she means that in a 
good way! I think I'm getting to be too much of a stick-in-the-mud to get into it myself 
(yeah, despite snapping up 4 boosters of Pirates of the Spanish Main) , but you have to 
admire the audacity of the whole thing. Those terrain pieces, the comic book array of 
warriors from all time periods, the quality and quantity of miniatures, the through-the- 
legs Line Of Sight rules!!... This is definitely Heroquest or Battle Masters for the 21st 
century, maybe more than that. 

After Anno there was a little time to squeeze in a game of Coloretto . I guess other folks 
aren't as wild about the game as I am. I know they like it okay, but I think it's one of the 
best fillers in years. Would love to play it regularly, just move it along quickly. I spotted 
the translation to the freebie " expansion " is now on Boardgamegeek, and read through it a 
few weeks ago. As expected, it's entirely unnecessary, but harmless and offers some 
slight changes to the game. I think it would be worth a try sometime. 

Heroscape was still being carefully put back into its box, so there was time for another 
all-time favorite filler, For Sale . I'm glad Uberplay is reissuing this one, and they took my 
friend Bob's suggestion to modify it for six players. At this point, I hope Uberplay just 
does a good job with it. For a company that started out so strong, they seem to have made 












some missteps lately. The original games haven't impressed me, and those commercials 
are tough to watch. Anyway, in For Sale I now like to keep track of the buildings I buy as 
well as the checks they're sold for. What I'm looking for is how much my score in the 
latter (which matters for winning the game) comes close to the previous total. Usually I'm 
"selling for profit" quite a bit, but that's because my habit is to settle for some of the 
lower-valued buildings. It's a lot easier to "sell" a 2-Building for a check worth 8 than it is 
to sell a 14-building for a check worth 20. 

The closing game was one we all got to play together: Royal Turf . I'm always just so-so 
on the game when it's suggested, then I find myself having great fun playing it. The little 
game just has a wonderful pace, good drama, and even some real strategy. There's 
inevitably a good dose of laughter throughout, always a good sign with me. 


September 09, 2004 

Battle for Normandy 

Sad but true, I spent a night in my Denver hotel room last week playing a 2-player 
wargame by myself. Last year I scoured ebay to snap up copies of all the Attactix 
wargames from the early 1980s. They're all low complexity, fast-playing systems with 
modest but decent components. The counters are plain & functional, but the map boards 
are nicely done. I've been wanting to make a web page, detailed Geeklist, Games Journal 
article, or something to showcase these games, as well as the Avalon Hill Smithsonian 
series. 

(Trouble is, I've played too few of them to make valuable comments.) I should also 
compare this particular Attactix game to the new Axis & Allies:D-Day. 

The solo outing was good. A regular 2-player game would be much preferable, but for 
the overall experience. Nothing about the game's mechanics is lost without an opponent, 
and even the strategies remain the same. 

The map board comes in two sections totaling 17x22. There are less than 100 single¬ 
sided counters in the entire game, and never that many on the board at once. Similar to 
the other Attactix game I tried last year (also first with a solo play, hmm...), Victory at 
Waterloo, counter-stacking is severely limited, and combat is is based on die 
roll+differential, not an odds table. The map shows the five famous D-Day landing 
beaches, the Cherbourg peninsula, and inland a bit past St. Lo. The game starts with a 
special invasion turn, then continues for 8 normal turns. At the end, the Allies must've 
taken sufficient key locations (beaches & cities), otherwise the Germans win. Timescale 
feels kind of like 1 day/turn to me, but it isn't specified. German reinforcements stream in 
from map-edge roads according to a fixed schedule, just as the Allies come ashore at the 
beaches. 




The combat results generate a lot of falling back (2 hexes) until the retreat paths are cut 
off by opposing units. After a while this is pretty easy to do, since retreating to a hex 
NEXT to an opponent's piece isn’t allowed. As few as two attacking units can "surround" 
a defender in this way, though in practice you usually need more firepower than that. 
Similar to the Waterloo game, defending units in cities get to ignore most retreat results, 
making their removal difficult. The combat systems gives two results that give the 
attacking player the option of interpreting it as a retreat or exchange result. That simple, 
little rule has big tactical implications: do you fight a battle of attrition/take the 
objective/defend the ground at all costs, or do you preserve your own units at the expense 
of giving up ground. I really admire the design elegance of this nuance. 

The game is so simple there's no reason to avoid the optional rules for naval 
bombardment and recall of the offmap German garrison in the Channel Islands. Allied air 
superiority is reflected in the weather rules: when the die roll says it's clear, German 
movement is limited and ALL Allied attacks enjoy a modest +1 fire support. During 
overcast turns (l/6th chance) the Germans get more movement (still not as much as the 
Allies) and the Allies only get three +1 support counters. A storm (another l/6th chance) 
is real windfall for the Germans, finally giving them full movement, no Allied air 
support, and best of all: German reinforcements move up one game turn in their arrival 
schedule, while the Allies delay a turn. There can only be one storm per game, and you'll 
see that it matters greatly when it occurs during the game. 

Throughout the game the Allies will have as much as double the combat strength of the 
Germans on the board, but the burden of attack is on them. 

Moreover, the victory conditions require them to really sweep most of the board in just 
eight turns. There are a lot of small roads around the help movement, but sometimes you 
just have to cross bocage and that's sloooow. 

Here's a record of the game I played: 

INVASION TURN (Turn 0) 

The Germans start with what feels like very little strength on the board, just 24 combat 
factors compared to the Allies' 38 (plus 15 that make their landing on this initial turn). 
Only Cherbourg feels reasonably defended, and that's where the invaders AREN'T. Using 
die rolls on the special invasion turn table, I find that the Allies have great success at 
Utah and Gold beaches, pretty good at Sword and Juno, but trouble at Omaha. (The table 
is rigged for a mostly historical opening.) 

TURN 1 (Clear weather, as always on Turn 1) 

Germans get some good reinforcements that move quickly through the road net to take 
some defensive positions (towns). The coastal defenders have to hold their own another 
turn, except outside Caen where German armor moves out to drive the Brits back to the 
sea. It works, and the Germans make an aggressive pursuit to isolate Sword beach. The 
British bring up tanks to punish the spearheading German SS armor, resulting in a 



bloodbath for both sides. (This was one of those defender retreat OR exchange choices.) 
Nothing good comes at Omaha, where strong units are still pinned on the beach by a lone 
German defender in bocage. At Utah it goes better, as landing units sync up with some of 
the Airborne (which starts the game already on the map, scattered historically) to take the 
first city, Carentan. 


TURN 2 (Overcast) 

The weather helps the slow German infantry reinforcements make up more ground. Now 
fighting for survival, the Germans outside Caen strike the Canadian troops, wiping them 
out and reestablishing a defensible position. 

But it's costing them tanks they can't afford to lose. The Americans at Omaha finally 
break out, and connect to Utah troops ranging south near the coast. 


TURN 3 (Overcast) 

Now that the German troop reinforcements have arrived at the combat zone, the first 
pinned down American Airborne unit is eliminated. This will continue. The Allies make 
their first big push to take Caen. They fail, but do manage to sweep aside a nearby 
garrison force. That's one of two preventing the encirclement of Caen. They'll need to do 
the same at Bayeux, where the defenders are benefiting from the city rule (ignoring 
retreats). 


TURN 4 (Clear) 

The ratio of German to Allied combat points on the map is 36:69. Germans are now 
mostly sitting tight in defensive positions, holding out as long as possible except for a 
few opportunistic strikes at lone infantry units (like the still-scattered Airborne). Bayeux 
still holds, but the other garrison protecting Caen does not. With enough units to take the 
city next turn, some Allied units are freed up to push toward St. Lo. 


TURN 5 (Overcast) 

The Channel Islands garrison is released by Hitler, arriving in Cherbourg. 

Feels like too little, too late, but it's a respectable unit and every bit helps. Especially 
since ANOTHER Airborne unit is picked off. In fact, the Germans almost threaten to 
retake Carentan, but just then American tanks arrive at nearby Utah beach. The Allies 
now take both Bayeux and half of Caen (the only 2-hex city) 


TURN 6 (Clear) 



The last good-sized German reinforcements arrive, SS Panzer divisions that race in and 
actually punch a hole in the Caen encirclement. The city couldn't possibly be retaken by 
the Germans, but perhaps its defenders could break out? In the west, the last surviving 
Airborne unit fights off its attackers, sending them back and opening up some movement 
possibilities. 


TURN 7 (Storm) 

A welcome storm, but too late to do the Germans much good. The German armor 
abandons Caen, driving quickly west with no Allied planes around to stabilize the 
situation around St. Lo, possibly even retake Carentan? The Allies mop up Caen and 
pursue. 


TURN 8 (Clear) 

The Germans' last ditch effort to retake Carentan fails, as does their defense of St. Lo. 
Final combat strength ratio for on-map units is 34:63. 


When the Victory Points are added up I find that the Allies are only barely squeaked out 
a victory. They need 16 points to win, otherwise it's a German victory (no wishy-washy 
outcomes here!) The Allies have 6 points for the 6 hexes of landing beach, 5 for both 
hexes of Caen, and 2 points each for the cities of Bayeux, Carentan, and St. Lo. That's 17. 
Had they failed to take St. Lo on the final turn, or lost Carentan near the end, it would've 
been a German victory. Wow, I didn't sense that it was that close. I'd considered 
Cherbourg a needless distraction for the Allies, but it's the other 5-point city, so shouldn't 
be so readily ignored. Especially since the Allies can probably take the smaller city of 
Valognes along the way. 

Overall, I enjoyed the game. Had I played it last year I would've loved it. It would've 
instantly become my must-have D-Day game. However, A&A:D-Day fills a similar role, 
and does it with nicer pieces. I usually prefer hexmap games to ones with areas—I get a 
better feel for the critical land features. But those plastic pieces, card-driven turn order, 
and simple-but-effective air combat system are really nice. I'll keep both, but I think I 
give the nod to A&A:D-Day. 


Other games 

I've actually been playing quite a few boardgames since I last wrote, but at the moment 
I'd rather mention some of the other games I've been playing with family & nongamers 
(or at least non-regulars). 



First was a wargame. I still l ik e them. Quite a lot, actually, as long as they're of the 
lighter/shorter variety. To me that's the better variety. A year ago I figured out the mid- 
1980s line of games from publisher Attactix were all small in scope and gameplay, rather 
like Britain's predecessors to Avalon Hill's Smithsonian series. (One day I've just GOT to 
do these games justice with an article, website, or at least a geeklist.) I was on a business 
trip last week, and instead of spending the idle time at the hotel playing BSWI decided to 
bring one of these wargames along and play it solo. Like a lot of wargames, it plays just 
fine solo. In terms of game mechanics, I mean. The experience itself is much better with 
an opponent. But weeks go by as I play boardgames without squeezing in a single 
wargame, so I need to take these opportunities when I can. 

I played Battle for Normandy . The session report ended up almost being a review. Guess 
I'll post it here later, but I know I'll also send it along to Web-Grognards. When 
Consimworld went subscription-based I stopped paying what little attention I'd 
previously paid to the site. Now I'm a subber on the boardwargaming mailing list , but I 
don't really follow that, either. As for the game itself, I thought it was a very fine light 
wargame on a compelling battle. Its only trouble is that Axis & Allies:D-Day came out 
recently and is a little better (more fun) for light wargamers such as myself. 

On Saturday we had my friend & boss from work over, along with his wife and kids. 
While his two girls played with my daughter, my son retreated to his room to video 
games (more on that later). The adults all played Personal Preference , a party game that's 
particularly good for couples. You have to guess each others' order of preference for four 
items from categories such as food, people, activities, etc. It went really well, I thought, 
giving us much to talk and laugh about. It's the sort of game where you get to leam a little 
more about each other. I hope we'll have them over again sometime, and then we might 
try something beyond this sort of "icebreaker" game. 

Sam bought a new videogame this weekend, F-Zero GX . This is a quick racing game, one 
of those that just emphasizes that I'm growing older. I remember my own father's 
comments about reaction speed when he tried to play Atari 2600 games with me. Now I 
get to experience that firsthand. :-) I played that with him a little bit, but what we played 
more together was the videogame I bought: Midway Arcade Treasures . I bought it 
because I knew it had a game in the collection we could play cooperatively, Gauntlet. 
That's there, alright, but there are two other coop games that are even better: Rampage 
and Vindicators. I really love playing coop video games with my kids, and wish there 
were more of them. 

The last family game experience came on Labor Day. I took the kids to Mountasia , a 
local spot where they've got a decent video arcade, miniature golf, lazertag, etc. These 
things are kind of pricey for the time you spend, but they're a big hit with the kids. I got 
to embarass my daughter Molly by trying the Dance Dance Revolution game, and later 
we all went through the laserdrome. Great fun. 

That night Molly and I even got my wife to play the Roller Coaster Tycoon boardgame 
with us. I really enjoy this, a fine example of mainstream-but-not-dumb boardgame 











design. It's got auctions and a fixed length game timer built into an event card deck. 
During setup I spent the time to superglue some of the components together, which really 
helped. Afterward I broke out the gamer ziplock backs of a couple small sizes to separate 
the components better for next time. 


August 10,2004 

Pirate of the Spanish Main 

I haven't played or even opened a pack yet (waiting to do that with my friends in a couple 
weeks), but I read the downloadable rules. I don't understand what problem Rick 
Thornquist had with them. I found them simple enough. In fact, a little too simple. I know 
this is supposed to be a fast & light game, but I'm disappointed that a game about sailing 
ships has no concept of wind or broadsides. 


August 09,2004 

News from the home front 

I've been reading through some of the Gulf Games reports, photos, etc. and I'm having a 
different reaction this time. I wanted to go to Gulf Games for years. Heck, I even DID go 
to one a few years ago. Now, though, I'm happy to skim the reports but don't need to be 
there in person. That's a little delicate—I consider several of the folks that attend Gulf 
Games my friends, and some of them may read this weblog. I hope it's clear that this 
doesn't mean I don't care to visit them—of course I do! However, it's not easy to get 
myself halfway (or more) across the country to play a weekend of games, and near 
impossible to include my family. If you've been reading this weblog for any length of 
time, it should come as no surprise that I think I'll just stay at home and enjoy the 
company of my local friends. 

The other realization that supports this decision came from the trip we took to visit my 
brother last month. Though we see him, his wife, and my nephew a few times a year at 
my folks' place (e.g. Thanksgiving), that was the first time I'd made it all the way up to 
Eureka to visit their own home. At the time, I thought that the vacation time and airfare I 
used on the Gathering would be better spent visiting my brother. He even plays games 
with me! :-) Different people have different circumstances, different budgets, different 
whatever. If I could visit my brother, play with local friends, AND go to Gulf Games/the 
Gathering I would, but I can't fit it all. That means those far-off game weekends don't 
make the cut. Hopefully I can put my money where my mouth is and visit him more than 
I have in recent years. 






It certainly makes it easier to skip those big game events if you've got enough gaming 
going on closer to home. I do. I've made it to the Santa Clarita Boardgamers several 
weeks in a row. If I had more stamina I'd be writing up session reports here on the 
weblog, or submit something to the Geek, but I generally just write up a little something 
for our own group. (That's the purpose of session reports, I feel. This is the core of an 
article I've been wanting to write for a while.) Game of the Month for July was St. 
Petersburg, and now for August it's Fette Autos. (We also played St. Pete and two rounds 
of Feurio! last week.) Though I missed the last SoCal Games Day entirely, I'll get to play 
lots of games with my friends over a weekend soon enough. 

I'm back in the swing of playing online at Brettspielwelt, getting in lots of St. Pete. There 
it's easy to play games with just 2 or 3 players, which I find SO much better than a full 
complement of 4. In fact, I'd rather not play SP with 4 players any more than I'd play Big 
City (another favorite) with 5. I'm surprised so many people are still playing SP with 4 
(all of the photos I saw from Gulf Games had that number, for instance). 

I played a few games with my family recently, too. With Sam I finally got to try Thunder 
Road. He actually got to play this earlier when Mark Jackson came down for a visit, but 
I'd missed out. I picked up a copy off ebay and gave it to him. Cool pieces, and the 
"dropoff board" mechanic is a wonderfully simple and thematic way to emphasize the 
race as much as the combat (better than Car Wars ever did, and truer to the Mad Max 
movies). It would be better with more players, though. 

With Molly we broke out Roller Coaster Tycoon, the boardgame. I like this quite a bit. 
The timer mechanism built into the event card deck and of course the many auctions for 
"properties" are right out of German-style games, while the board & dice to move the 
customers around are fa mi liar for Americans. All in all, a good blending. I hope we can 
get Sam and my wife Candy to play sometime—it would be a good one for the whole 
family. 

Candy even played a couple games with me last night. Mostly we played Scrabble, her 
favorite. Then we tried another word game I've had for a while (waiting for a translation), 
Rondo. The latter was okay, we'll try it again sometime. She wasn't too thrilled with it at 
the beginning, but we stuck it out for a few rounds. Enough to see it has some promise. 

Today I picked up all three of the Mission Command ultra-light "wargames" from Milton 
Bradley. They were on super sale at the mall toy store ($5 apiece, and the third one was 
free), so worth a shot. The pieces look great. Then I went to a real game store to track 
down some packs of the new collectible miniatures game, Pirates of the Spanish Main. 
Truth is, I don't care much for miniatures (the imprecise movement, facing, and distances 
irritate me), but I'm intrigued by this one. All you need are $4 booster packs—not any 
"starter." The ships are constructed from plastic punch-out pieces, just like those Z Cardz 
toys. It doesn't hurt any that I'm currently listening to the audiobook The Great Explorers 
by Samuel Eliot Morison. 



July 27, 2004 

Concentrating on work 


Ever see the movie Singles? I think that's the one with the scene I'm remembering. Back 
before Ben Stiller decided to be a clown for his movie career he did some more 
thoughtful movies like this one. In it, Ben Stiller's character has some trouble with his 
love life, and decides to just forget about that for a while. I think it's even a girl in the 
scene with him when he tells her he'd just like to concentrate on work for a year or so. I'm 
probably off in my memory, but the idea behind that scene always stuck with me. (Okay, 
not the real idea behind that scene, but what the character literally says.) 

You see, I like my job. And why not? It's a really cool job. I wanted to work on 
spacecraft since I was in grade school when the Apollo moon landings were a recent 
memory (though, disappointingly, not one I can remember despite being old enough). 
That's exactly what I do now. Been doing it for 15 years, as a matter of fact, culminating 
(so far) in my current position—engineering supervisor for mechanisms at JPL. You 
know, the part of NASA that works on robotic missions. Like Voyager that's left the solar 
system, Cassini that just arrived at Saturn, and of course the Mars rovers that are still, 
well, roving around the planet. How cool is that? Pretty damn cool. 

Just because the job is cool doesn't mean it isn't still work, though. And for every day 
filled with the excitement of landing a new spacecraft on another planet there are lots 
more arguing about budgets and staffing plans. But I never lose sight of how much I 
enjoy my work. I know everyone isn't so fortunate, and I'd better appreciate what I've got. 

So what about this hobby of mine? How does that fit in? Pretty well, but there have been 
times when I wished I didn't enjoy it so much. I look at some friends that share the 
hobby, but they just show up on game night to play. They don't have a weblog, they don't 
follow discussion lists or websites, they don't go out of their way to read Essen previews, 
and they don't subscribe to Counter magazine. They just play games on Wednesday 
nights with us and that's it. Sometimes—pretty often, these days—I wish I was the same 
way. Anyone feel the same? I'm actually dialing back my "rabidness" in the hobby. Have 
been for a couple years, in fact. I guess I'm on the right track. 


July 26, 2004 

Good reviews I don't agree with... 


...and bad ones I do! 



As I've stopped reading boardgame mailing lists, I've been paying a bit more attention to 
game reviews. Not to determine which games to buy—you'd think that's the main purpose 
of game reviews, but I'm beginning to think not—but rather just for opinions. And that's 
the most important part of a review: the opinions. Seems obvious, but there are an awful 
lot of game reviews out there that spend almost all of their time and text on a general 
description and rules explanation, with precious little left for real opinions. 

Curmudgeon and game show winner Peter Sarrett outlines this with precision in his 
Review Manifesto . I've written a few reviews myself now, and I know it isn't easy. 
Actually, writing the description+mechanics sort of reviews are easy. Forming some 
distinct opinions and trying to back them up with facts, observations, comparisons, or 
anecdotes is not. Not for me, anyway. 

What made me think about this recently were a few reviews written by M. Barnes in the 
latest Boulder Games newsletter, Game Notes . What I noticed was that I didn't agree with 
his conclusions or opinions, but they made for good reading (and thinking) just the same. 
Somewhere along the way I know I've read other reviews that are more aligned with my 
own opinions . . . but don't make their points well (if they attempt to make points at all). 
So it's funny—you think a good review would be one that reaches the same conclusions I 
do, possibly convincing me to buy a game I'd like or avoid one I won't. However, that's 
not the case at all. 


July 20, 2004 

Extended family gaming 

A couple weeks ago we went on a road trip, a family vacation on the road to see more 
family. My in-laws live about 400 miles north, in Santa Rosa. We used that as a stopover 
point to continue on another 250 miles or so to Eureka, where my brother and his wife 
live. (And though this won't impress any readers from Texas, all of this driving was 
within California!) At first I almost decided not to bring any games, but at the last minute 
I packed a bag. It quickly turned into a pretty big bag. :-) 

Over on the Gamefest weblogs there's one by Greg Schloesser about "evangelizing" our 
hobby . You can read my comment about that there, too. In a nutshell, I don't begrudge 
anyone who wants to do that, but I don't care for it myself. I really don't care for anyone 
who thinks it's something we all should be doing. I'm also bugged by the (closely related, 
I think) attitude held by some that our hobby is better than others. God forbid anyone 
should enjoy watching TV! 

(Now, some of my friends like Greg are "boardgame evangelists," but they're not the kind 
that get snooty about the hobby, so I'm okay with that.) 







Anyway, so here I am on a family vacation carrying a load of games in the back of the 
minivan, but I don't think I'm evangelizing. Because I'm not. When part of the trip had us 
in Santa Rosa joined by two sisters-in-law and their five young kids (four squealing girls- 
-my daughter loved it!), I didn't even suggest a game. Everyone was having enough fun 
doing other stuff, and I know a game wouldn't have been popular. However, earlier in the 
week I played a few games with my kids and brother, who enjoy games in moderation. 
My brother's wife joined in one game, and my wife joined another two the following 
night. Although I didn't "convert" anyone to be a serious boardgamer like myself, we had 
fun with the few games we played. That's enough for me. 

A few notes about each of the games we played... 

Cluzzle — We didn't really play this so much as let my kids entertain themselves making 
sculptures. Funny thing, I thought Barbarossa was fun except for the top-heavy game 
mechanics. The real fun is the sculpting and guessing. Cluzzle seemed to recognize this 
and distill the game down to just that, but we're finding that even Cluzzle is a bit more 
game structure than we really want. Just making sculptures and playing 20 Questions 
with it is about what we do. The actual game and (especially) scoring in Cluzzle will 
have to wait until I play it with real gamers. 

Hick Hack in Gackelwack — This one has worked with my kids & brother before, so it 
was a natural pick. It can be a little rough if you don't get your fair share of foxes, but I 
think there's more to the game than that. It's really about dealing with groupthink. 

Ticket to Ride — I tried this with my brother & his wife, figuring it a good pick for casual 
gamers. It worked pretty well. I think the strategic heft of the game was about right (i.e., 
not too much), it looked nice, the subject matter felt immediately familiar, but 
interestingly it was almost too long of a game. Heck, I play almost nothing but shorter 
games, but even I was surprised by the different perspective of casual gamers. 

Starship Catan — The next day I had a chance to play something with just my brother 
Matt. We grew up playing games (from Monopoly to G.E.V. to Champions roleplaying), 
so I knew he could appreciate the increased complexity, strategy, and theme. He did, too. 
I'm glad the game didn't last any longer since it bumped right up against the time to start 
dinner, but it was a success. I know Matt has been a little unimpressed at some of the 
plain themes of German games I've showed him (e.g. Carcassonne), so this showed him 
some have a lot more to chew on. 

Wings of War — I ordered this on impulse. Then I had second thoughts and tried to 
remove it from my order. Too late, and thank goodness for that. It's fun like everyone 
says. I normally don't care for minatures games, but this is a great little format. Steve 
Jackson Games ought to license a Car Wars version of the same system. (Actually they 
should've done that a decade ago, while there was still some life in that game.) 

La Strada — Another purchase I made then later thought twice about, I have some hopes 
for this as a 2-player game with my wife. As it was, we played 3-player and that worked 









fine. Funny...what's considered a light game among gamers is one I hope will work as a 
meatier game for Candy & I. It's all what you're used to, you know. Candy pointed out 
the same usability issues highlited in Shannon Applecline's review . But I like the board 
frame, storage insert, and smaller box. Overall a nice little package. 

Coloretto — The buzz wore off on this one, but not for me. I wish we played it much 
more often. I guess I'll wait for the mini expansion to be made available for free 
download on designer Michael Schacht's website , but I suspect I'll prefer the game as-is. 
(BTW, can anyone tell what's on those expansion cards?) When I tried this once before 
with family it bombed, so I'm glad it went over well enough now. Though again, it's an 
interesting wake-up call for playing with casual gamers: my brother commented on how 
you have to really watch everyone else's position, you can't just play your own game. 
That goes without saying among experienced gamers (not just boardgamers...certainly 
Bridge and poker players understand this concept!), but there it was with my intelligent 
brother. Something to remember for future family outings. 


July 19, 2004 

Deutscher Spiele Preis 

Even though the Spiel des Jahres is the award that counts, I still participate in the DSP 
voting ever since they made it easy for us foreigners to participate over the Internet. Mik 
Svellov has been facilitating that process for non-German speakers for just as long. 
Doesn't that just make the DSP a popularity contest, which the sales figures probably do 
already? Yeah, that's probably true, but I don't mind. Moreover, I often find that while the 
top game might be a forgone conclusion, the others receiving top ten voting may be 
interesting, even turning up something that hasn't had as much attention in the English- 
speaking world. Also, once Mik shares the voting totals it's fun to see the distribution, 
whether this year has a runaway favorite or several close games in the final voting. 

Well, fun for boardgame geeks, anyway. :-) 

Going through the process also highlites why this isn't the best one for picking THE best 
game. I play a lot of games (admittedly, not as many of the newest ones as I used do), and 
there are lots I've only played once, possibly with errors in the rules. There are lots more I 
haven't EVER tried and some I've never even heard of. 

But who cares? Just vote for the fun of it. 

You can probably do the same thing on Boardgamegeek somehow, but I use Luding for 
the lists of eligible games (released on or about Essen 2003 and Nuremberg 2004) . 
Though the voting takes place at a German site, you'll want to go to Mik's page that 
walks you through the simple process. 










I voted for Hansa, St. Petersberg, Die Fugger, Iglu Pop, and Wings of War. Just missing 
the cut were San Juan, Ticket to Ride, and Santiago. 


Spiel des Jahres 

Long time no write. I'm trying hard not to apologize for that. I don't follow the 
boardgaming mailing lists any more, have never been able to keep my website 
maintained, yet I still want to share some thoughts now & then. A weblog with RSS feed 
should be the best format for these irregular writings, yet I still feel a bit sheepish about 
writing so infrequently. Then again, I know I follow some other weblogs that publish new 
material only once in a while. And when they do, I'm pleased as punch to read it—it 
doesn't matter if it's been a while since the last entry. 

As it happens, I've got several things on my mind right now. Might as well jot them 
down, right? 

The Spiel des Jahres came & went. Even though it doesn't affect MY game selections, it 
affects my hobby. All for the better, as far as I'm concerned. The fact that I prefer lighter 
games means my own tastes are similar to that of the family-focussed selection 
committee (juiry). More than that, the award is successful—it brings greater awareness, 
profitable results, and promotes continued quality in the games (both gameplay and 
physical production). It does this without being a popularity contest, simply picking a 
game that's already winning at the cash register. In fact, the robustness of the entire 
hobby/industry in Germany—the goal for hobbyists in other countries—is due to the Spiel 
des Jahres. (Okay, and Essen.) 

This year I didn't follow the award closely, didn't play and can't remember the other 
nominees. But I hoped Ticket To Ride would win, and had bought my copy already. I 
think St. Petersburg would've been a good pick, too ... if not for the paper money. That 
really bugs me—it's in several recent games, and a few years ago I bet it would've been 
coin tokens instead. Seems to me we've seen a gradual slide of coin tokens made from 
wood, to plastic, to cardboard, to (ugh) paper money. Part of the delight of German 
boardgames are the attractive components. Or used to be. Ticket to Ride is still nice. So is 
Maharaja . 

P.S. Is the AvantGo feed still working? Last time I checked on my own PDA it had 
stopped synching the main content of this blog. Grr... 


June 06, 2004 

Non-convention Memorial Day Weekend 








There are always game conventions on Memorial Day weekend. Seems that way, at least. 
Down here in Southern California there's one, and up in the Bay Area there's one, too. I'm 
not really one for game cons, though, not anymore. I guess they serve their purpose, but I 
also think they're somewhat dated. Pulling a bunch of gamers into one place for a 
weekend is great, but charging upwards of $35 for the event is excessive. I like the 
Games Day model much better. That's essentially an at-cost game event, while traditional 
cons are a for-profit event. Nothing wrong with making a profit, but too much of a big 
con revolves around the local retailers and their dealers' room. Just setting up a stand with 
lots of stuff I don't want to buy isn't of any value to me. Twenty years ago I salivated over 
the dealers' room because I couldn't find that material elsewhere. Now with the Internet, 
games and game information is readily available from my the convenience of my own 
home. 

(As an aside, I think Batty's Best Game Fest is a much better convention format for game 
retailers in the 21st century.) 

Despite my feelings against traditional game conventions, last year I went to Kublacon 
and Gencon SoCal (not to mention Essen, but that's something else entirely). For the 
latter I wanted to help out, and the former offered a rare chance to see Knizia in person. 
This year Kublacon didn't have the same sort of boardgame celebrity, but it still sounds 
like it's becoming the go-to boardgame event on the West Coast. I think the momentum 
gained from last year's Knizia appearance has a lot to do with that. Put another way, I 
think the folks behind Kublacon are showing savvy and leadership. 

Nonetheless, I didn't make it this year. I might make it next year, but my odds are no 
better than 50-50. Those 3-day weekends are just hard. When the kids are out of school, 
it's tough to break away. 

This year I stayed home, but that doesn't mean I didn't play games. I got in several good 
ones—some with the kids, some with my adult friends. All in all, I played Axis & 
Allies:D-Day, La Citta, Flusspiraten, Cluzzle, and Mechwarrior. 

A&A:D-Day came about when Ryan & Greg from the Santa Clarita Boardgamers were 
free on Friday night. My wife was out of town, the kids were enjoying a "movie night" on 
the VCR (Dr. Doolittle 2), while the three of us played the game. Although it took longer 
than I'd normally like, it will obviously speed up on later plays. We went with all of the 
optional Fortune and Tactics cards, and never really rolled all of the combat dice at once 
for the quickest simultaneous combat. (I need to add one more color of dice to make it 
easier still.) Also, this was a 3-player game which adds some to the length as the Allied 
players confer. Lots of fun, though. The grognards will lose all respect for me when I say 
it, but this is the sort of game I was hoping Breakout Normandy would be. Sure, it's got 
"juvenile" plastic pieces and dicey combat, but it's also clearly got a respectable overall 
combat model. I think there's some strategic subtlety to the use of Allied airpower, too. 
Most of all, this is a game I can play with my son. Moreoever, I might be able to get my 
father (not a gamer at all, but with a keen interest in D-Day) to try. I'd love to take the 






Germans against my father as the Americans, and brother (or son) as the British. I'll see if 
I can make that happen at Thanksgiving this year. 

Wonder of wonders, the next afternoon saw my wife still gone (visiting a friend for the 
weekend, rebuilding my Gathering-depleted store of marital brownie points!), and both 
my kids off to play with friends. Quick! Call up Ryan to see if he wants to play a game! 
Ryan was available on such short notice (it pays for gamer-parents to have some childless 
friends with open schedules!). Knowing I wanted to try it this way, Ryan suggested 2- 
player La Citta . I'm a fan of this game in spite of its length and fiddliness. With only two 
players, the length certainly comes down, but I did miss some of the multiplayer 
dynamics. I guess I prefer four players, but not if someone is new. That's because the 
game can be punishing to newbie mistakes. Even now that I know how to warn when 
those are coming (the 8-citizen/no waterworks limit being the most prevalent), it still can 
be rough. A learning curve is okay in a game, but La Citta's 2+ hour length is too long for 
a new player to play out a losing position. It's such a great game when everyone knows 
what they're doing, though (and 3 can play it in 90 minutes). 

I got to try Flusspiraten again, this time with its intended audience—young kids. Well, 
kid. My 7yo daughter played with me, and even then it underwhelmed. It's such a fun 
little toy/contraption, it just needs a little more game to go with it. Cheap to buy and 
small to store, I'll keep it and perhaps try to think of some better game or scoring options. 

Cluzzle was a big hit. This is sort of a distillation of Tueber's Barbarossa down to its 
core—making clay sculptures with the right level of ambiguity, together with a 
streamlined clue & scoring system. The only trouble is that most people have even more 
fun making the best clay scupltures they can. Well, that's among family/nongamers. Get a 
crowd of gamers together and I bet they'll see the scoring system for what it is: make 
your clay sculpture guessable but not easy. Not if you want to win the game! The cards 
that tell you what to sculpt are well-done, having a range of choices from the easy nouns 
(e.g. whale) to the difficult ones (e.g. Paris) to the exceptionally tricky verbs and 
adjectives. This means players of all skills (such as kids & adults) can draw from the 
same stack of cards and find something to sculpt. 

Sam had been asking, almost begging me to play Mechwarrior again. What a turnaround, 
for my kid to have to convince me to play a game! Okay, a click-miniatures game isn't 
the sort of boardgame (even wargame) I normally prefer, but this is fine. He really gets 
into it, and I get to teach him some basic Sun Tzu principles about concentration of force. 
:-) Afterward he was fired up enough to buy another starter (we split the cost). Then I 
made the possible mistake of showing him there were computer games for Mechwarrior. 
We downloaded an old MW4 demo, and bought through ebay an even older MW3 
game+expansion. Maybe I've lost him from the game table, but I don't think so. Also, it 
helps dissuade him from wanting an XBox (which has a Mechwarrior game available, 
unlike his Nintendo Gamecube.) 







May 26, 2004 

Games on ebay 


After the last couple big game orders, I've just got to sell off some games that aren't 
getting to the table enough. Right now I've got several up on ebay : Exxtra, Carcassonne 
(with all of the expansions), Marracash, Formel Fun, High Society, Yellowstone Park, 
My Word!, Rockets, and Touchdown-a-Minute Football. 


May 22,2004 

In charge no more! 

I'm at the tail end of a business trip, stuck in a hotel room one more night, which is why 
there's been a burst of activity on the weblog. I even managed to finish a game review (of 
Die Fugger) for the next Gamenotes . (Not yet posted.) 

In my previous entry I listed a number of games I played at our most recent SoCal Games 
Day. What I didn't mention is that I'm no longer in charge of this event. Yahoo! Actually, 
it was never just me, not by a longshot. I was part of a team of volunteers. Probably since 
I like to blather on in email and other online messages, I was only perceived to be the guy 
in charge. 

Anyway, I'd decided a while back that I'd prefer to back off and just be an attendee, no 
longer concerned about organizing the event or feeling compelled to show up. (Even with 
a great team of friends covering every need, I couldn't shake the feeling that I needed to 
be there much of the time.) 

Now a couple of us originals have faded away, leaving two or three others still actively 
running the show. Very important: two more guys have joined the team, bringing some 
new energy and able assistance. It was through them that SoCal Games Day found its 
new venue, the Burbank Moose Lodge. 

It's very nice to just sit back and attend the Games Days now. At this last one I stayed at 
home until about 2pm, spending time with my kids' basketball practice, setting up a 
lemonade stand, giving my wife time to go to the gym, even getting a little exercise 
myself in the backyard pool. Wonderful! 

Thanks to Dave, Scott, Fen, Devon, and Patrick for giving me this graceful exit. I really 
appreciate it. 







May 21, 2004 

Still having fun 


The counterpoint to my previous entry about the Gathering of Friends is to talk about the 
fun I've had with some local gaming. Also, one of the comments made about that 
previous entry made me realize something: part of the reason I can live without the 
Gathering is because I have such good game opportunities at home. Namely, weekly 
Santa Clarita Boardgamer sessions and occasional SoCal Games Days . I've made it to 
two SCB sessions and one Games Day since back from the GoF. 

Since I missed almost all of April for the Santa Clarita group due to the Gathering, I very 
nearly missed out on New England as Game of the Month. I'd only played NE once 
before, and was pretty unimpressed by it. But I heard that it's notably better with the free, 
not fixed setup, and wanted to try that. I finally got my chance, and was pleased to find 
my opinion of the game rise considerably. Not so much that I want my own copy, but at 
least I won't head for the other table when someone suggests it. 

Let's see, what else have we played? Well, Wurmeln , one of the very few Alex Randolph 
games I enjoy. Although I respect the man's accomplishments a great deal, I just haven't 
enjoyed many of his games. Oddly enough, I used to say they're too abstract for me. Now 
that I'm getting into abstracts, though, can that still be the reason? Hmm, better check into 
that. Anyway, Wurmeln is a blind-bidding game about worm racing, with simple but 
delightful components. Uberplay should've licensed this for one of their new small-box 
games. 

Another week at SCB we almost went overboard on push-your-luck dice games. Nur 
Peanuts is our Game of the Month for May, which we followed up with Lucky Loop and 
Exxtra . I think they all have their place, especially if you're a little tired of Can't Stop. We 
finally tried Die Sieben Siegel in there, too. Trick-taking card games are a struggle at 
SCB, between some players who don't care for them and another who feels most fall 
short of the familiar classics (e.g. Whist, Hearts). I like trying just about all of them for 
the novelty alone, and some of them I'd be happy to play semi-regularly (Mu, David & 
Goliath , Auf Lalscher Lahrte , Canyon) . 

At Games Day I got to try Dos Rios again. It had about the same outcome—half the 
players were disappointed by the endgame, but I was surprised to enjoy it all the way 
through. It really does need everyone to try to keep the game moving, though. There's a 
real danger of analysis-paralysis here. And I still need to try it with only three players 
(probably its best number). On a similar note, I got to play the same designer's Big City , 
which also plays best with three due to the changing game-state. My astonishing win-loss 
record with the game continued (I'm not much of a winner at anything), helped 
undoubtedly by the fact that I was up against three newbies. At least I didn't forget any 
rules to tell them this time. 
















Blokus is a game that had managed to elude me so far. No one in my circle of friends 
owned it, and I wasn't so sure that I was going to order one myself. I'm into attractive 
abstracts, but that mostly means wood. Blokus is plastic, and big. It probably wouldn't 
live on any coffee table at my house. But I'd played some games on the downloadable 
Palm version (free trial), and more important my son had, too. He kind of liked it, so I 
wanted to see what it was like in person (and up against a human opponent). It liked up to 
its reputation, and I bet I could lure my kids with the color pieces and snap-in grid. This 
will be in a future game order, I expect. 

Rounding out the evening were another try at Exxtra, one last farewell to Voile Hutte, 
and a first try for Flusspiraten. Exxtra went over notably better, probably because a big 
game party is the right setting (it helps to have cheers, taunting & boos). Some other folks 
tried my copy later, and that also was popular. I heard some people saying they were 
going to look for a copy. Too bad it's kind of hard to find. 

Voile Hutte was part of a 3-game sale I was making, so this was my last chance to try it. 
I'd heard good things from people I trust, but the game really disappointed the two times 
I'd played it before. It did this time, too. The theme is so fun, and the mechanics sound 
like they'd work well, but it's less than the sum of its parts. Our opinion, anyway. Clearly 
some people like it quite a bit, so maybe I'm missing something. Though we looked 
through the rules closely to make sure I wasn't screwing something up. (Er, I have a 
history of doing that.) 

That other game, Flusspiraten , is a new kids' game from designer Gunter Baars. This 
designer often works the box itself into the components of the game, which for some 
reason I find charming. This is sort of the boardgame version of that amusement arcade 
game where you shelves littered with coins are continually pushed forward by 
mechanical doohickies, and you try to plop another coin where it will cause a cascade of 
other coins that you collect. The components work just like they're supposed to, it's a 
clever little package (inexpensive, too—at least from Germany), but the scoring and 
strategy is too simple for adults. That doesn't bother me, as I'm happy to play around with 
it, kids or no kids. But it probably won't make it out with an adult-only crowd again. 


May 19, 2004 

Introspective Tripe 







I told you this was coming, right? Last month I finally went to the Gathering of Friends, 
the event many would call the pinnacle of hobby boardgaming. While I had a good time 
meeting a number of folks, especially ones I'd "known" via email for years, I didn't have 
quite the thrilling time I was hoping for. I thought about it a lot afterward, and have 
figured out that this has a lot more to do with me than the event itself. 

Let me emphasize that point: This is something very few get to even attend, you need to 
be invited, people have a great time, and Alan Moon clearly puts in a ton of effort to 
make it all work. You won't catch me bad-mouthing the event or the people, let alone my 
host. Still, as long as I've got this personal weblog I wanted to write something about my 
experience, especially when I learned that I may not be the only one that feels this way. 

The most striking feeling was that I didn't fit in. Oh, I fit in enough, finding people to 
play games with and a number of folks I spent most of my time with. But I didn't just 
click with the group as a whole. I've got this weird introvert/extrovert thing where I 
naturally take center stage among people I know (even a big group), but in a room of 
mere acquaintances I clam up. This happens at conventions or conferences I've attended 
for work, and it happened here, too. That surprised me, but perhaps I could've anticipated 
it. 

It's not just due to my own personality, however. Some of it is the character of the 
Gathering itself. I've heard it called "cliquish" even from people that attend. Perhaps 
that's only natural. Our niche hobby builds up around circles of friends. The Gathering 
even has that notion built into its name. It's just a combination of an ever-widening circle 
and a bunch of overlapping circles. Most folks are in one circle—some are in more than 
one. I guess I think of myself as being on the edge of a circle or two. 

I've also got Geek Anxiety. Or maybe I'm a Geek In Denial. Some sort of pyschobabble 
could describe my condition. When I described the Gathering to my friend at work, I 
called it Geeks in Paradise. There's some truth to that, you know. Although the 
boardgaming crowd isn't as socially-challenged as the usual costumed characters you find 
at a game convention, these are still geeks. Most of them, anyway. Make no mistake 
about it, I'm a geek, too. I still devote lots of time to boardgames, my profession is 
engineering, and I could use a little more exercise & sunshine. However, at least I feel 
guilty about it. :-) And I'm trying to change. I think more of the folks at the Gathering 



don't feel that guilt. At least they don't when they're at the Gathering itself. Good for 
them! They're certainly entitled to feel welcome in that crowd. For me, though, I'm still 
self-conscious about it. This is another area where I'm not passing judgement on the folks 
at the Gathering, just noting the differences I felt. No one else seemed to want to watch 
the Lakers-Rockets game on Saturday night, for example. :-) I went up to my room to 
watch. 

The biggest concern of mine about attending the Gathering is the cost. I don't mean the 
financial cost. These days I can handle that. But it still takes several days of vacation 
time, a lot of marital brownie points, and it blew a hole in my normal gaming schedule 
with my local friends. I hadn't anticipated that last part, nor how much that disappointed 
me. Even though I see those friends several times a month, and the Gathering crowd once 
in a blue moon, I still missed the regular game sessions. At home I get to have a weekly 
gathering of MY friends. 

In summary, I was honored to be invited, very happy to meet (and re-meet) lots of email 
friends, and of course I got in some good boardgaming. But now I think I would've been 
just as happy to stay home, play some favorite games with my local friends, and not 
spend the vacation time, brownie points, and so on. Or more accurately, now that I've 
done it once to meet those folks, I'm not sure I could justify the trip again. 

P.S. I trust that the people I played games with at the Gathering (including several in this 
photo) will understand that I had a good time meeting and playing with them. I tried to 
hang out with more of the folks who were married with kids, like myself. It seemed like 
we had more in common, even if they weren't feeling the same things I was. 


April 28, 2004 

Photos on PDAs 

It used to be that the only digital photos that would be transferred to PDAs from a site 
such as this via AvantGo would be limited to 150 pixels. That's the screen size of the 
original Palm. Now, though, the newer Palms and compatible products have over twice 
those pixels, and the Windows PDAs have always had more screen. For this last entry I 
tried making the image a bit larger (250), and may try larger still. Does this work for 
everyone? Any older PDA users out there wish I'd drop back to 150 pixels wide? 

Folks viewing this weblog live on the web can simply click the image for a bigger 
version. 


Game night goodbye 






Greg P, Erin, Ryan, and Greg W's hands around the Ticket to Ride board 

The good news is that we did play games last night. It was at my house for the first time 
in a long while, and we had five people. That meant that our "Game of the Month" didn't 
get played, because New England is for a maximum of four. That's okay, there's no law 
against playing it next week as well as our new GotM. 

Instead, we started with Ticket to Ride which you see above. This was my third try at the 
game, about the same for other players, and two newbies. The game feels as it did at the 
Gathering: unremarkable, but I mean that in the best possible way. My wife has told me 
that at Bunco nights the people do more talking, letting the game serve as just a backdrop 
to the conversations. TtR has more going on than that , but among gamers it's kind of got 
that low-key appeal. Just keep on playing, don't have to think too hard, it's pleasant and 
pretty. 

After that we played Members Only, an older Knizia game that someone should reprint 
(Out of the Box? Uberplay?). It's got that older-Knizia feel to it, a game slimmed all the 
way down to an interesting mechanic and pasted on theme. I think that's where Knizia 
works best, not at the Amun-Re level. Now Schacht is starting to take over that end of 
the spectrum. MO is a tough betting game (tougher with a full boat of five players, since 
everyone gets fewer turns and less control than with three or four), one that's got some 
fun drama built into the final card flips of each round. Good stuff. Maybe next time we 
have just three we'll leave Medici for a time when we have more, opting for Members 
Only instead. 

Unfortunately the real story from last night's session is the departure of one of our 
players, Greg Pettit. Greg moved here from the Houston area just over two years ago, and 
now he's heading back there. Our loss is Texas' gain. Rats, I guess we just had that guy on 
loan. He says he'll make it back for visits often enough, and we all hope that works out. 
Hopefully he'll get back online soon enough so that we can "meet" at BSW and through 
play-by-web games, too. 


See ya, buddy! :-( 




April 27, 2004 

The new digs 


This morning I transferred a few more archived entries over here. It's a simple enough 
process that won't take me too long. For recent entries I went a little overboard with the 
weblinks, mostly to Boardgamegeek. I may not bother to continue that (and almost 
certainly won't bother linking all of my old archives). 

One thing that's really slick about this new weblog is that I can utilize a nice, readable 
format for the web that is automatically stripped down to something readable on PDAs 
via AvantGo. Best of both worlds! I'm still tweaking the formatting a little. 

Tonight is game night! Whew, it's been four weeks since my last regular Santa Clarita 
Boardgamer session. That trip to the Gathering blew a big hole in my local gaming 
schedule, as I cashed in all those marital brownie points and spent more time with the 
family. I'm definitely ready to see my friends tonight. New England has been our Game 
of the Month, and I haven't even played it with them! 


April 26, 2004 

Kid games growing up 

(My first "native" entry on the new weblog host. Thanks again, Mikko!) 

I played a few more games with my kids last weekend, and they're growing up. Both the 
games and the kids, I mean. Not that long ago I was worried that I didn't have more kid- 
specific games like Hallo Dachs onhand. Just yesterday we had a good introduction to 
Durch die Wuste , and I'm hoping others like Carcassonne are coming along soon. 

First up was another wooden abstract, Quoridor . This was my first pick from the prize 
table at the Gathering, where I figured it wouldn't get much attention. (Being suddenly 
interested in abstracts has its advantages.) As with Pylos (oh yeah, we played that again 
this weekend, too) my daughter Molly is initially attracted to the good-looking 
components. It helps that the rules are explained in 10 seconds. We played once, it was 
over quickly, and she asked to try again. Excellent! I've said before that she's my little 
gamer. I can see her brain work through the game mechanics, while my son is more 
engrossed in a theme. 

The following day, when the kids were bored after swimming & it was still the no-TV, 
no-video games part of the day, I suggested we play a game. They said yes, and picked 
Star Wars Epic Duels , still a favorite. I let them gang up on me. All of the secondary 









characters were wiped out, and as Obi-Wan I put a lot of hurt on Sam's Darth Vader 
before Molly sliced me through with Mace Windu's full hand of cards. 

They mentioned Kapitan Wackelpudding for a second game, but this time I prevailed in 
getting them to try something new. It was DdW, and I had to blitz through the rules and 
game to finish before the babysitter came over (it was date night!). To do that, I 
concentrated on one color of camels exclusively, making sure that ran out as soon as 
possible. That worked well, shortening the game to a good length, and not letting me 
steamroller over the kids on their first try. I wanted to get to the final scoring so they 
could see the value of getting the longest caravan bonuses. Molly got three of them, Sam 
and I had the other two, and she sailed away to a huge victory. Next time I'll be tougher 
on them and we'll see how it goes. :-) 

Got in a little BSW over the weekend, too. I squeezed in one game of Metro with Ward 
Batty (Wardo) and another guy, then partnered up with my local game buddy Greg Pettit 
(Gregarius) for Tichu . That was the first time I'd ever tried Metro there. I'm not crazy 
about the game on thematic grounds—I want my connection games to reward efficient 
routes, not crazy ones—but it's certainly pleasant. We were crushed in Tichu, but it's 
always fun to play with a friend. 


BGTG is moving! 

Posted on 4/26/2004 3:25:10 PM 

Over the weekend I started to migrate this weblog over to a new host. Mikko Saari 
offered me some room on the same site as his excellent Gameblog. Only a few entries 
have been ported as of right now, but they're the most recent ones. I've added a new one 
over there, too. Over the next week I'll be transferring the rest of the BGTG archives over 
there, preserving the posted dates, photos and whatnot. 

On the web just surf over to http://www.melankolia.net/bgtg , and/or redefine your 
AvantoGo custom channel through this link . 


April 20, 2004 

Gathering of Friends 

I'm back from my first Gathering of Friends, and it's almost mandatory that I do a 
writeup, right? I'll give an account of the games I played now. Later I hope to post more 
personal comments about my experience overall. It's caused some interesting self¬ 
reflection. Interesting to me, anyway. I'm still figuring it out. Whether it belongs on a 
public weblog is another matter, I suppose. At one time I thought I might contribute such 









a writeup to The Games Journal , but now I realize that my thoughts are too specific to 
myself, not of broad applicability to the reader. In fact, I realize now that much of my 
account of my trip to Essen last year is in a similar vein, just less fully realized. 

(The paragraph I just finished is a taste of the kind of introspective tripe I plan to type up 
soon, so you're all warned to steer clear when the time comes. :-) 

In contrast, this entry will be just about the games themselves. I'll leave it to others to 
describe the game mechanics or components. Good places to look are Boardgamegeek , 
Rick Thornquist's reports at Gamefest.com, and Angela Gaalema's photolog . 

New Games 

St. Petersburg 

Great little game. I heard a story that it had been in development for years. If so, that was 
time well spent. Some games come out and reveal an immediate need for tweaks or house 
rules. Worse is when the physical production of a game's components has a problem. I 
don't mean a typo on the board—those are easy enough to correct, if annoying. I'm talking 
about pieces that fall over, symbols that are too small or obscured in play, necessary-but- 
nonexistant reference cards, etc. (I guess worst of all could be fundamental errors in the 
game's design, such as imbalances in the scoring. Even these might be corrected easier 
than a bad production error, though.) 

The point of all this that St. Petersburg has none of those problems. It was designed, 
produced—and, in between, developed with skill. We can thank publisher Hans im Gluck 
for that, I'd expect. Though they occasionally have their struggles, too, more often than 
not the talent and quality of this publisher shines through. 

There's a modest learning curve, which suits me just fine. I don't want a game's winning 
strategy to be obvious immediately, but neither do I want to struggle with it for many 
plays. Although it may be stretching things a bit to call the mechanics original, it's 
refreshing not to have an auction for a change! Cards are obtained through a purchase- 
draft, though with some situational discounts to shake things up. It clicks right along, and 
if the strategies become a little routine after a few plays (I got in three), it's still enjoyable 
and never automatic. 

I lost all three times, sometimes coming in dead last. Obviously, don't take my word on 
the strategies. I think the reason I lost is that I'm too cheap. Ryan in my local group loves 
to point out how I so often take the cheapest option in auction & investment games. In St. 
Petersburg I think that attitude can really hurt you, as you've got to spend money to 
make money. (You may also spend money on victory point investments that can leave 
you in even worse financial shape, though you'll be winning the game for a while.) 

Since the game end is driven by a timer mechanism in the card decks, I'm curious 
whether skillful players can use that to significant advantage. My guess is that they can't, 









not alone. There aren't enough turns or money in the game to allow that much flexibility. 

I think. 

A bit about the components... There were two copies at the Gathering, and they differed 
slightly. One was a pre-production copy, the other the real deal. I never found out which 
was which, but I hope the published version is the one with Russian names on the cards. I 
don't know if it used the real Cyrillic alphabet, but I did notice backwards R's and such 
that I found nicely thematic. Not that the game itself is thematic, but the Russian names 
were just more fun than the German equivalents. 

Goa 

I wrote some about this in a previous weblog entry, so I won't add much here. With a few 
more days (but no more plays) to ponder it, I think this becomes a game I'll gladly play 
but don't need to own. Keep in mind, I don't own Princes of Florence, either. That's 
probably the best game to compare it with. Dave Amott questioned whether Goa really 
has the strategic choices and consequences of Princes. This may be one of those games 
where all moves are pretty good, perhaps too balanced, and that diminishes the decisions 
you have to make over the course of the game. (He wonders the same about New 
England , by the way.) 

What's the difference between criticizing a game because all moves are roughly equal, 
and praising another game because it allows newbies to compete with (if not beat) the 
experienced players? That's a fine line. It comes down to a game's intended audience. A 
lighter game that the experienced hobbyist may want to share with his nongamer friends 
& family should allow the inexperienced players to stay in the game. On the other hand, a 
real gamer's game should noticeably reward skillful play and punish mistakes. Goa is 
definitely aiming itself at the gamer market, so it needs to be demanding in its victory 
point payouts. I'm not sure that it is. 

Sunken City 

Ugh. This weirdly themed game has some spiffy bits, but the word of mouth was bad. 
Still, I welcomed the chance to see for myself, and also play with some folks I'd 
otherwise been missing all weekend. Although I never understood those bits (their lavish 
production doesn't really add much to the game experience, in contrast to other deluxe 
games), for a while I thought the game was better than its reputation. That feeling passed, 
however, while the game just went on and on. There's a timer mechanism that could be 
shortened (and we could've played faster), but it's a moot point. Why play this one when 
there are so many better options? 

Oh Pharoah! 

This is the only one of the smallbox Uberplay games I tried. It was a 3-player game, and 
though it worked okay, we all agreed it lasted too long for what it is. Trouble is, I fear 
that if you shorten the game by making fewer passes through the deck, you may find 
players bothered by the luck of the draw. That gives the game a feeling of needing a bit 
more development to work out these little kinks. There's a reasonably fun little game in 
there—the design isn't quite finished. 









Motorchamp 

A local player bought this one when it first came out a few years ago, but we've never 
played the expensive sucker. I'd heard mostly bad things, but a few very good things. Sort 
of a hot/cold reaction. To me that's worth exploring, and I was glad for the chance to try 
it. First of all, the game looks fantastic, as you might expect from the publisher best 
known for Turfmaster . A nice multi-section board giving several racetrack options, 
large plastic race cars, and matching dice make up the components. Gameplay is unusual, 
since you roll dice and conform to speed limits based on the space you're in when the turn 
starts, nothing else. So you can scream through a tight curve, rolling several dice if you 
happen to start on the right space. Putting yourself on that right space the turn before is 
much of the strategy, then, but with (mostly) normal six-sided dice it's hard to really 
predict where you'll end up. (As opposed to Pitstop , where the six siders are 0,1,1,1,1,1, 
giving a much more deterministic result.) It was okay, but longer than it needed to be. Six 
laps takes a while-why not just go four laps and require a pitstop after 1-3 laps? 

Hansa 

I was predisposed to like this, and like it I did. The theme, designer, playing time, and 
strategic heft of the game are all right up my alley. That doesn't mean it was an automatic 
success. It could've been screwed up, in other words, but happily it wasn't. The 
components are simple but nice enough, the map is clear & attractive. I've heard the 
complaints that you can't plan enough for your next turn, but I don't entirely agree. It's 
mostly tactical, yes, but there are longer range opportunities you set for yourself. Mostly I 
like the simplified economic model which isn't as abstract as it first appears. The only 
trouble could come from players who feel compelled to fully optimize each of their 
moves, a la Elfenland . That would suck the fun right out of the game, that's for sure. 

Power Grid 

I was very late to try Funkenschlag . It was a year after the buzz started, and though I 
really enjoyed it we've never gotten it back on the table. I think that all changes with 
Power Grid. This is another example of the difference between quality game design 
(which Funkenschlag has) and game development (which Power Grid has). The latter 
just magnifies the former. We played just a 3-player game, which went pleasantly fast but 
probably could've used a 4th to open up the map a bit. Or maybe we just needed to 
choose our three active map regions better. As it was, one player was able to bottle up the 
other two. Of course, you don't get completely bottled up, but it can be expensive to 
break out of a confining space, at least until Phase 2 arrives. Great components, except 
for paper money. What is it with paper money in all of these new games? I guess it's to 
reduce production costs, but I sure miss the wooden or plastic coins of older games. (At 
least St. Petersburg's paper money is of better quality, but these would all be nicer with 
some substitute money chips.) 

San Juan 

I'd played this a fair bit online at BSW , and it was nice to finally play it in person. Yeah, 
you play the cards you're dealt—going in with a fixed strategy can be a big mistake. But 
it's all pleasant and quick. I prefer it to Puerto Rico , but then I never quite took to PR 












like almost everyone else. I'm looking forward to getting my own set and wearing it out. 
:-) (There's a lot of card handling & shuffling.) 

Einfach Genial 

Just my luck that I'm becoming more interested in abstracts just as Reiner has a beautiful 
one published. (I only wish it was in wood like those classy Gigamic games.) The 
geometric relationships aren't hard, but it still threw some people to "see" the scoring. 
Best of all, it's an abstract without much lookahead, thanks to the draw bag for tiles. I can 
imagine lots of similar abstract games that expect this all to be played with perfect 
information. Ugh, no thanks! Give me tactical, seat-of-the-pants play any day. Our first 
game had some high scores, but by the second we were playing much more offensively, 
cutting each other off. I would expect that trend to continue, which I enjoy but others 
might not. 

Employee of the Month 

I hope I don't have a bias against American games from small publishers, but I make no 
apologies for a bias against silly ones. It's just not my style. So I almost overlooked this 
one—probably would've if not for the people sitting down to play. I wanted to play with 
them! Ironically, they were all just so-so on the game, but I was pleasantly surprised. 
Surprisingly enough, it reminds me of High Society . That's because there are "obviously" 
good and bad cards up for bid, but you have to be careful because the final scoring is 
heavily modified by whoever spent the most in two categories. Those two categories 
(sucking up to the boss, or goofing off to impress your coworkers) interplay nicely, and 
it's all perfectly thematic. Maybe there's some issues with the luck of the draw, but I'm 
not yet sure of that. You'll have fun along the way, in any case. 

Dos Rios 

Hmm, I have to be careful with this one. I liked it, but I can sense in myself an "underdog 
complex." This is a game I somewhat expected to l ik e (from the designer, theme, and 
production), then was greeted with lukewarm-to-unfavorable reaction by early players. In 
that situation, I know my capability to like a game anyway. But like it I did. The most 
common complaint was the degree of chaos in the game, which here means the players 
ahead of you can completely change the game-state before your turn. This makes it hard 
to set yourself up or even do much planning ahead for your turn, and with that some 
downtime as you have to start over. Yes, well, those are all qualities I strongly dislike. 
However, I didn't observe them to the same degree, and all of us were playing with four 
players. I bet it would work better with three, just like the designer's earlier Big City . 
Even as it was, I managed to plan ahead on several turns. Also nice is that the game was 
shorter than some folks expected (less than 90 minutes). 

Ticket to Ride 

Another winner for me. While some people may be comparing TtR to Union Pacific , I 
like to think of it as a boardgame version of Get The Goods/Reibach & Co . Not because 
you're aiming for majorities in anything, but because the mechanics and decisions of 
drafting cards and deciding when to lay them down remind me of the card game. That's 
also an encouraging comparison since GtG is one of the few games my wife enjoys. I'm 











hoping she'll like this as well, and that it will work okay with just two players. I have to 
admit I'm curious about possible tweaks that would encourage shorter routes to be made 
first, leading up to biggies at the end. This would be more like a historic or accurate 
expansion of rail networks, and might be affected by some simple tweaks (e.g. may hold 
only two route cards, and can only get new ones when the original routes are scored on 
your turn). However, the best approach is probably to leave well enough alone. The game 
is light, attractive, and enjoyable. Why would I want to mess with it? 


New-to-me Games 
Kogge 

I welcomed the chance to play this, but can't say that I really enjoyed it. It took way too 
long, and the board positions changed too much on other players' turns. (Another game 
that might be better with 3 players rather than 4, in that case.) It could also use a better 
production (yes, I understand this is a self-published game). Those number chits really 
should be cards. Just making the thematic placenames more prominent on the chits/cards, 
(with numbers strictly secondary in appearance) would help make it more enjoyable. 

Zoff in Buffalo 

For a long time I thought I'd like this game, and I sure did. It would be even better with 
little wooden cows, but the counters are okay, too. Nice, light gameplay that still rewards 
experience (as Stven proved...). Gotta get me one. 

Santiago 

Hey, now this was really clever. I'd not bothered to try this one at or around Essen, 
expecting it to be too dry and gamer-y for my tastes. Although it is dry & gamer-y, it's 
also shorter than I expected, with some very interesting bidding situations. This stands up 
to any of the hot new games above. 

Magna Grecia 

Oof. While I enjoyed the game okay, I played it horribly. Just couldn't ever remember 
when the color of roads & cities mattered, and when they didn't. It's good for a substantial 
game like this to reward skill and punish mistakes, but I'm bothered that the rules, 
reference card, and similarly-colored components don't help the newbie keep it all 
straight. I bet it didn't have to be that way. (Proper game development and well-designed 
components are a big deal for me as I morph into a curmudgeon!) 

Scoozie 

I asked Steffan O'Sullivan to bring this odd game, an abstract so strongly themed it's 
almost a light simulation. That's an oxymoron, right? A strongly themed abstract? But 
that's exactly what it is! An abstract representation of American football. You face off 
with a line of scrimmage, two opposing forces that move to set up blocks, open holes, 
make tackles, run and even pass the ball. I tried it solo a couple times to see how it 
worked, and then Greg Aleknevicus sat down to try it with me. It's not for everyone, 
clearly. Even my newfound interest in wooden abstracts doesn't really encompass these 







perfect information movement games. As far as I'm concerned, these are in the same 
broad family as Fox & Geese or even Checkers/Draughts. But there's enough unusual 
features in this game, and I'm such a fan of football, that I definitely enjoyed seeing ways 
to "run plays." The hole opened, my receiver went upfield, the "safety" moved over to 
cover... it's all recognizable to football fans, even if it looks like a weird sort of chess. 


Other Games 

Besides all of those, I also got to play Cronberg , Crokinole . Tiehu, and Wyatt Earp . 

To tell you the truth, I was surprised how few older games I managed to play. I went to 
the Gathering with no special desire to play the new games—I mostly wanted to meet 
people. However, most of the people I met were most interested in the new games, so 
that's what I played. No complaints, just a little surprise. I brought just a few games of 
my own, and didn't manage to get any of them on the table. That was Pitstop , Die 
Schatzinsel , and Kings & Castles , plus some smaller stuff. I almost managed a K&C 
game, and noticed that the other two games were played by other folks at other times, 
using someone else's copies. I didn't see a single copy of good ol' Entdeeker . though 
there were a few copies of the newer version. If oldies but goodies like E&T , El Grande , 
or Medici were played, it must've been when I wasn't around (perhaps earlier in the 
week). Again, not a disappointment, but I was surprised by that. 

What was disappointing was the lack of Spinball . Rats, I really wanted to try that, and 
this may have been my only chance. Oh well, I shouldn't really complain. Not when I got 
in all those other games with so many fun people. If there's a next time, I'll know to bring 
more of my own "comfort games" (Stven Carlberg's term, which is exactly right). Dave 
thinks I could've played those easily, as long as they're good games. I'm not so sure. Then 
again, I'm not as comfortable in a room of semi-strangers, getting a game started or 
joining others. But that's a later weblog entry. :-) 


April 15,2004 

GoF Day 1 

I've now been at the Gathering of Friends for 24 hours. I took the redeye flight out here, 
hoping to maximize my gametime, not losing a day spent in airports. At the expense of 
my sleep! I'm not sure that made a lot of sense. Although the more reasonable morning 
flight out here would've taken much of the day due to the distance and changing 
timezones, the redeye didn't get here that much earlier, especially when I needed to take a 
nap mid-day. Then again, I did get in one new game before that nap, and then was 
recharged enough to stay up late for several more. Maybe I wouldn't have managed all of 
that without the redeye. 















But you don't care about my travel plans, you want to know about the games! Yes. First 
up was Kogge, not exactly a new game (it came out in limited release just after Essen), 
but new enough. New to me! I met a woman I'd previously found on Brettspielwelt , 
where she goes by Nikita. In real life she's Johanne, but I forgot her last name. (Quick 
aside: this is why I always prefer boring, real-life names on online sites. Maybe no one 
thinks we'll ever meet each other, but I know different!) Jeff Goldsmith had spotted me 
the minute I walked into the game room—I know Jeff from California, and he used to 
work at JPL like me. Randy Somerstein was our fourth, and the only one that had played 
the game. 

I thought the game was just okay, but it might be better with three players. There's so 
much modification to the board situation that happens after each player's turn that it's 
hard to do effective planning. And that leads to downtime as a new player must re¬ 
evaluate their situation each turn. Some parts were very thematic, other parts completely 
non-thematic. It's one that I was happy to try, but I won't seek out another play. 

After finally checking in to the hotel room and getting a rest, I went down and finally 
found Dave Arnott. He's the one that vouched for me, helping me get an invitation. Dave 
was playing Corsari with two people I'd hoped to meet this week, Stven Carlberg and 
Patrick Brennan. They had a ways to go, so I shifted over to join two friends I 
remembered from Essen: Ward Batty and Christine Brancheria. This was my chance to 
try Ticket to Ride (there was a fourth person I've forgotten). How can I say this gently... 
I'm not normally a fan of Alan Moon's games. You know, the guy who invited me to join 
his amazing game party. I really enjoy Get The Goods and San Marco , but most others 
haven't worked with me. Therefore, I was almost relieved to find that I liked Ticket to 
Ride! 

I enjoyed it quite a bit, in fact. It's a very easy game to understand and learn, even to play. 
It's one of those that everyone can do well in, even newbies, but the experienced or 
skillful players will rise to the top. That's a great quality (it's one that led to Carcassonne 's 
success, I think). Add to that the wonderful production that Days of Wonder always 
provides, and you've got a real winner. 

I'm thinking I forgot one game at this point (that didn't take long—I need to take better 
notes!). Walked to dinner at Chinese restaurant with Ward & Christine (Chris). 

When we came back there was a chance to drop right into a game of Goa . This is the title 
that appears to be getting the best word-of-mouth among the new games, and the two or 
three copies present are in constant demand. It was really a stroke of luck to get to play it 
when we did. 

I really enjoyed Goa, even though I shouldn't. It's another game that's essentially about 
building a victory point-generated "engine". Buy some things that allow you to buy other 
things, just keep going up the productivity ladder. There are a swirl of various 
mechanisms that prompted comparisons to Princes of Florence or San Francisco . All of 
that gives lots of action for your mental gears, and I can imagine "meaty" game players 











loving it. They might also make the game take a long time, since there is plenty of 
opportunity for analysis paralysis. Like I said, I shouldn't like this, since my preference is 
for the lighter games. And yet, I did like it. Quite a bit, in fact. I can also see myself 
getting a little burned out on this one after just a half-dozen plays, but other players will 
keep enjoying this. 

To round out the evening, I got to try Einfach Genial . Funny—this is one I'd read good 
things about on German game sites, and had placed it on my German game order despite 
hearing almost nothing in the English-speaking world. Then our order was overweight, 
and the game was cut. It was surprising, then, to hear that this game was getting a very 
good reaction here. I'm not sure how many people knew about it beforehand, so it's also a 
pleasant surprise for them. It's a pure abstract by Knizia, sort of like double-hexagonal 
dominoes. You score based on the size of the patterns you create. Instead of pips like 
dominoes there are colored icons, each with their own score track. Your final score is the 
lowest of all your colors, just like Euphrat & Tigris. 

After that, it was time for bed. (2am, quite a bit earlier than many folks around here!) 


Rest of them 

Here are the rest of the games I played in the first quarter of 2004. 

Abilene — It's got a lousy reputation, and it ain't wonderful, but it ain't bad, either. The 
earlier Hexagames version (which I have) only handles 2 or 3 players, but has different 
(simpler?) rules and attractive wooden pieces. I'd like to try it again, if only with my kids. 
Rating 5 

Africa - It's never stopped being a favorite of mine. Exploration games should have a 
fair dose of luck in them. Rating 9 

Aladdin's Dragons — This was quite a bit better than I'd remembered. I'd be happy to try 
this again, and it might make a decent Game of the Month for us. Rating 6 

Alhambra — Although I usually side with those that prefer the simpler version of games 
with multiple editions, but this time I'll go with Alhambra over Stimmt So! The walls 
don't bother me, same with the tile-laying portion of the game, and I really like the 
graphic presentation. Maybe that’s because I really want to see the real Alhambra castle 
someday. Rating 7 

Amun-Re (2) — Would you believe these were my first plays of the game? Yep, 
somehow I missed this one entirely when it came out. I liked it okay, and the durability of 
the monuments between the two game halves won theme points with me, but it's just got 
too much going on at once, and with another involved Knizia scoring system. I know 




everyone else likes these, but it's tempered my enjoyment of some of his games, like this 
and Ra. Rating 6 (Don't ask me why I enjoy Wildlife so much more when it's got many of 
these same features...) 

Big City (5) — This has settled in to become a distinct favorite of mine...as long as you 
play with 2-3 players (or maybe 4). I really enjoy the way you can change the character 
of the game whether you build up a long, skinny city with lots of edge spaces, or a more 
dense layout with lots of contested center areas. Rating 9 

Bonobo Beach (2) — It's so short & easy, it's really a filler. (Notably shorter than Auf 
Heller und Pfennig.) Rating 6 

Cabale — I had high hopes for this colorful abstract, and in fact it went over well with 
gamers. But it's a bit heavier, with a need for more lookahead than I like. That will limit 
its play with nongamers (like at work), or with my kids. Rating 6 

Caprice (2) — In contrast, I didn't expect much from this one, and only ordered it due to a 
big sale. Turns out it's more to my liking, with imperfect information, quicker play, and 
great pieces. Won't be for everyone, certainly, but this is a good one for me. Rating 7 

China Moon — This I didn't care for at all. I suppose I have to be fair and imagine that 
had it been in a classy wooden presentation I might've had a better time. Maybe. Reminds 
me of the parts of Hare & Tortoise I don't like. Rating 4 

Die Fugger (2) — If I had more time, I'd write a full review of this game. I think it's quite 
good, distilling a speculation & investment system to an effective card game core. I'm 
anxious to try it as a 2-player game, as well. Rating 7 

Die Schatzinsel (2) — An almost unknown game, I bought it on the strength of German 
reviews and its attractive graphics. I'd still like to try a few more times—its quick play is 
appealing—but it may end up on the trade pile. I need to upload some pics to BGG first. 
Rating 5 

Dracula — I was too tired when I played this to give it a fair evaluation. Although it starts 
out thematically, it develops into a longer cat & mouse game (almost a shell game) than I 
think it should. I'd rather have more fear of a sudden death (literally!) ending. Rating 6 

Euphrat & Tigris (4) — One of our Games of the Month. I went 0-3, but that doesn't 
diminish my enjoyment of the game. Although the conflicts have their own sort of 
complexity, it's really not too bad, and the scoring system is elegance & simplicity itself. 
Rating 8 

En Garde — I play a little of this one every year, and I always enjoy it. I'm looking 
forward to the new version for the its components more than the needless modifier cards. 
Rating 9 



Entdecker — Only one play of my favorite game so far? I'm still lobbying to have this as 
Game of the Month sometime, trying all versions of the game (Original, Original with 
Manu variant, my Original/New hybrid, and the New game). Rating 10 

Entenrallye — What an odd game. It feels like nothing else I've played, and that's 
probably it's strongest feature. That and the way the pace of the game accelerates at the 
end. Even though the decisions are getting easier, there's still excitement and drama as 
the race winds down. Good once in a while, but not one I'd need to own. Rating 6 

Feurio! — Sometimes the hype on these new games feels a bit forced, and I definitely 
feel that's the case here. Not that there's anything wrong with the game—it works well 
enough. But I don't find it exceptional, and there's a worrying number of folks that think 
the 1 tiles are too powerful. Rating 6 

Finstere Flure (2) — When I first heard about the game, I thought it would be overly 
mechanical, what with the programmed movement. Despite the buzz this game generated, 
I still think that's true. It's not a bad game, but most of its appeal is in the fun theme and 
excellent graphics, not the gameplay itself. Rating 6 

For Sale (5) — A solid favorite, still the best filler ever. (Yes, over High Society.) I'm 
glad it's getting reissued, and hope the new version has something unique about it, like 
allowing six players. Rating 10 

Igloo Pop (3) — Physically, it's a much smaller game than Zapp Zerapp, but don't let the 
lack of a board fool you. There are clever choices and challenges in this game that are 
equal in heft to the larger version. Rating 7 

I'm The Boss — For some reason, it takes people a while to play this game. It does with 
us, anyway. That's odd, because it's really a very simple game that shines when you play 
it briskly. Rating 8 

King Me! (2) — This is just a bit of fluff, but a good one. The delightful graphics are a 
big part of the appeal, which isn't meant as a slight at all. I love good graphics! This one 
is actually a little easier to play online, where your own pieces are privately highlited. 
Rating 7 

Manitou — Hadn't played this one in years, and it settled in right where it left off. More 
outstanding graphics, and interesting gameplay that some feel is just too dry. I don't, 
however. Rating 7 

Maya — Our game was marred a little by a mistake, a story that I've heard more than 
once. Are some games more prone to unrecoverable errors than others? Despite some 
parts of this seeming to be original, the entire experience feels like a recycling of other 
game ideas. That's okay, they're generally good ideas, and the theme (while not really 
realized) is appealing. Rating 7 



Medici (2) — Lean & mean auctions, with some sensitivity to luck as the cards are 
flipped. Nonetheless, this game is the king of the mechanic in my book. Rating 10 


Mii — Just about everyone in the group has been taught this game, so now maybe it won't 
be quite the challenge to bring it to the table. Plus, someone else bought a copy. I often 
forget that the penalty for missed contracts isn't too terrible, and that bidding high (either 
to gain points for yourself, or deny them to an opponent) is a vital part of the game's 
strategy. Rating 8 

Nautilus — I'd been wondering about this one for a long time, and now I don't have to 
anymore. It's okay, and if I already had my own copy I'd be pushing to get it to the table 
occasionally. But I don't, so I'm content to play this game once in a while. An interesting 
attempt at merging a very calculated economic system with the vagaries of an exploration 
system—I'm not sure either is completely satisfying. Rating 6 

Oasis — Another game with new-itis. That is, it's getting lots of buzz right now mostly 
because it's new. I don't think the whole thing hangs together as neatly as it should, and 
that parts that do work well could be stripped down to a card game. Chris Brooks nailed it 
in his weblog. Rating 6 

Pass the Bomb — Yet another game I traded away, only to repurchase later. Fast fun, 
played with vulgar words, fake words, or "straight." Rating 7 

Pirate's Cove — Kind of like Nautilus, I'd been half-avoiding this one despite my 
interest. Unlike that other game, I really enjoyed this one! It helped to wait for the nice, 
English-language edition from Days of Wonder. The game is shorter and lighter than it 
looks. All of those components are just toys for a game that's very simple at heart. Rating 
7 

Poker — I was never a regular poker player, but I've had fun with the game during 
college, with family, and before boardgames. This was my first chance to play a session 
in a long, long time. It was also my first exposure to Hold 'Em. I've gained a little more 
appreciation for that particular poker game after playing it on my Palm, though I still 
miss the dealer's choice nights where we played lots of 7-card stud, as long as people 
didn't pick many (or any) wild cards. Rating 8 

Ra (2) — I'm enough of a curmudgeon to complain a tiny bit about the complicated 
Knizia scoring. Yeah, it's right there on the board and gets to be second-nature soon 
enough, but that doesn't change the fact that it's the mark of a mathematician. However, I 
think the sun tile auction system is pure genius, making this an outstanding auction game. 
Hopefully it'll be reprinted someday so more people can afford it. (Those ebay prices are 
crazy!) Rating 8 

Rosenkonig — Dry and abstract, but I enjoy the gameplay anyway. I'm sure the 
wonderful artwork and physical production wins me over, too. I read somewhere that 



playing with a closed hand of cards gives you a much lighter game that still works well, 
maybe better. Need to try that. Rating 7 

Samurai — This is clever, but it raises "turn angst" to an almost painful level. Really, it 
diminishes my enjoyment of the game, though that probably says more about me than the 
game itself. The game is beautiful, so it certainly scores points with me for that. Rating 7 

Scotland Yard — I came to this one late, this being only my third game—the first was last 
year. It really holds up, and makes for a very unique experience. Rating 7 

Scrabble — A favorite for my wife & I. Rating 7 

Streetsoccer — Fantastic little game, I really hope it gets made into a cell-phone version. 
Could be very popular and a gateway! Rating 8 

Taboo — Still one of the best party games around, made even better with that cool 
electronic gizmo (mostly for the tense music & sound effects). Rating 8 

Tongiaki (3) — Played three times because it's quick, this is another game I think is a 
flash in the pan. There have been some valid concerns raised about players getting hosed 
based on tile flips or other things beyond their control. It's not that the game is bad, I just 
think it needed some more development before published. Rating 6 

Traumfabrik — Wow, I forgot I'd played this one. That's my trouble with this one, I 
always forget about it, despite enjoying it so much. An English edition would've been 
fantastic, but even in the German it's wonderfully thematic. Rating 8 

Tyros — Ryan and I both got interested in another look at this game last month. I'm 
surprised it didn't get more attention. It's really pretty clever. I think the mechanics are 
odd enough that people won't "get" it on the first try, then not stick around for another. 
They should! Rating 7 

Was Sticht! — A card game I'd wanted to try for years, but always was intimidated by the 
description. The part about drafting your entire hand made me believe everyone should 
be able to track all of that information. Yikes! Turns out it's not that demanding—you 
don't need to track that info to play. Maybe you need it to win, I'm not sure. So it was 
easier than I expected, but still kind of overwrought for the enjoyment I think I'd get out 
of it. Rating 6 

What's That On My Head? - Deduction games aren't my thing, but the chance to wear 
a goofy headband?... Now that's different—I'm in! It was okay, actually, but went on a 
little long. Rating 6 

Zapp Zerapp - Still delightful. The production is excellent, of course (Zoch can do no 
less), and it showed everyone that there are always new game mechanics out there. It just 
takes some real talent to uncover them. Rating 8 



Zirkus Flohcati — Finally I played this game. A Knizia filler card game, I thought I'd be 
all over it. Instead, I found it merely harmless. Rating 6 


April 13, 2004 

1st quarter games (part 1) 

I like the quarterly reporting idea! I can't keep up with the monthly updates, and I'm still 
finishing my 2003 report. Maybe quarterly is something I can handle. 

As an experiment I split the list into games I played online, ones I played with kids, and 
all the rest. Only the first two groups are ready for posting now. I hope to have the larger 
list of "regular" games up later. 

You'll find my average ratings are pretty high, lots of 7s & 8s. That's simply because I 
play lots of "old" games, ones I already know I like. In fact, I don't even set out to play 
new games anymore—it happens naturally at a rate I'm happy with. 

Games with kids 

Looking at these, I'm surprised that I haven't rated any of the games below higher than a 
7. Not that a 7 is bad—it's good! But I guess I haven't found the game to play with my 
kids that rivals the experience of a strategic contest against adults. I suppose that's only 
natural, and I should be grading these games on a slightly different scale. The kid game 
scale, or something. I haven't done that, but you can be sure that those 7-rated games are 
definite keepers around here. 

Cadoo (2) — Okay, the Cranium games don’t get much respect by spielfrieks, and I 
haven’t played the main game myself yet. This one for kids, though, was a hit. Not just 
with the kids, I was able to respect the game design & physical production that made 
such a kids’ winner. Makes for good family time. Rating 7 

Chicken Cha Cha Cha — I played the original German version years ago, and tried the 
rethemed, mass-market American version Dragontales. My kids didn’t take to it, though. 
The attractive components of this one helped, but the truth is that they still just found it 
okay. I guess they’re not real enamored by memory games (in contrast to what you 
usually read about kids). Rating 5 

Connect 4 (2) — Talk about mass-market, eh? Well, you know, it’s been popular with my 
kids, and how can I fail to appreciate this one after I fawning over the wooden abstracts? 
Sure, this is a cheapo plastic game, but it’s a smart physical production that drives the 
gameplay. Rating 6 



Emerald — This proved to be about the limit of my daughter’s enjoyment for game 
mechanics (there are several at play here), but she liked it okay. My son certainly enjoyed 
the theme. So while it was a little iffy with them, I think it was a moderate success, one 
bound to improve with more tries. Rating 6 

Flowerpower — Every time I play this, I wonder why we don’t play it more. It wouldn’t 
have to be with kids, either. This is a fine 2-player tile placement game, with tactical 
opportunities for aggressive play that defy the flowery theme. But I happen to like the 
theme anyway, and it looks great. Rating 8 

Gobblet (4) — This is yet another in the connect-four-in-a-row category of abstracts, but 
as long as each one has their little wrinkle, it all works. It certainly works with kids who 
don’t have to learn any rules, just what the trick of the new game is. Here it’s the fact that 
the pieces can swallow each other, a little like those Russian nesting dolls. Nice looking 
wooden production, though I could do without the goofy title graphic. Rating 6 

Hallo Dachs — I’d heard such good things about this one (and Das Ritter von der 
Hasselnuss, sort of its sister game), but I don’t know if it’s going to be a winner with my 
kids. More memory (not much else here, in fact). Rating 4 

Hick Hack in Gackelwack — Blind bidding bothers some people, but I’ve always 
enjoyed the mechanic. I liked Razzia before, and this is nothing but an improvement, 
both in gameplay and family-inviting theme. Rating 7 

Kapitan Wackelpudding — My kids like this fun stacking game, but I think they like the 
title even more. It just causes giggles, even without any adult innuendo (thank 
goodness!). I’m just so-so on it myself, and I tend to like balancing games. Currently on 
blowout sale at Magnus Spiele, and soon our group will own a few more sets. Rating 5 

Liftoff (2) — This is the speed card game from Casasola-Merkle, designer of 
Verrater/Meuterer (yea!) and Attika (eh...). Feels like a James Ernest game, but better for 
the theme that isn’t primarily a joke. It’s terraforming and asteroid mining, which my 
science-fiction loving son took to right away. We played it as a non-speed game, taking 
turns so that he wasn’t bewildered, and I found it worked pretty well like that, too. Later 
we can graduate up to the speed game. Rating 7 

Light Speed — Okay, here’s the speed card game that is from James Ernest, although this 
time partnered with Tom Jolly. Once again, the "serious" science fiction theme is a plus. 
Good fun with everyone that's tried it. Rating 7 

Pylos (4) — This has been the biggest hit so far in my attractive wooden abstracts 
experiement. It's set up on a table in the living room, and looks nice. I taught my kids to 
play, and they later taught their grandmother to play! That's big-time success in my 
house. We are playing the easiest version of the rules, but I've experimented with the 
advanced rules on a computer version of the game and find it's got depth. Maybe even too 
much depth for my lightweight preferences, but I won't argue with success. Now I need 



to get some more of those Gigamic games (and need to try my copy of Quarto soon). 
Rating 7 


Transformers Armada — This was a Christmas present that didn't go over too well, 
despite Star Wars Epic Duels being a favorite. I guess I'd heard this one didn't have the 
pizzazz of the previous title, and that proved to be true. Plus, I just don't connect with any 
of the "characters." Guess I'm too old (turned 38 last weekend). Rating 5 

X-Bugs (2) — Another big hit! I'd been curious about this before, but not enough to shell 
out bucks for it. Then Boulder put it on one of their Saturday specials, and I got the whole 
4-army set for ten bucks. My son loves it, and I like it, too! We've had one more big 
battle since I started this report, and I bet we'll play some more soon. I just wish there 
were more expansion sets to try. Rating 7 


Online games 

These games are a mix of realtime plays at Brettspielwelt, along with tum-based, play by 
web games at a growing number of sites. Joe Casadonte has now started (with some 
polite encouragement:-) a Yahoo discussion group (Spiel-by-Web) about play-by-web 
games. More are popping up all the time. 

Cafe International (4) — I've never even seen the real game, but thanks to BSWI now 
might want one. Or maybe the card game version, which I've heard is also good. Rating 7 

Carcassonne (3) — Haven't played ftf in a while, but I hope my kids might graduate up to 
this. Just got the Gamekeeper "gold box" compilation set. Rating 8 

Durch die Wtiste (11) — Wow, I had no idea I racked up so many games already. Thank 
you, Ludagora! One play was ftf. It's no coincidence that I'm finally appreciating this 
modem classic as my interest in abstracts increases. Rating 8 

Hare & Tortoise — On the other hand, here's a modern classic I still can't enjoy. Rating 4 

Medina — Our game is still in progress, so I'm not sure yet. I prefer my abstracts to have 
some IMperfect information, or at least to be very simple in their rules (like DdW and the 
Gigamic titles). Rating 5 (tentative) 

San Juan (3) — Oddly enough, I was never a big fan of PR. This I like much better, with 
only a minor concern that there may not be as many viable strategic choices as it first 
appears. Put another way, you kind of have to play the cards you’re dealt, rather than go 
in with a strategic objective. Rating 7 

Schrille Stille (2) — Funny how a game so compelling in its physical presentation can be 
almost as delightful online. The BSW programmers did a fantastic job using animation & 
sound effects. Rating 7 



Tichu (2) — I introduced a friend to this insidious card game and created a monster! Now 
we need to play ftf on a game night. Rating 8 

Top Race — Although I have to re-leam the betting payout each time I play, I always 
enjoy this. I'm surprised this isn't more popular on BSW. Maybe people just don't know 
the older title? Rating 7 

Vinci (3) — Now this is available on Ludagora, but the original German site has the better 
game interface. Love it, love it, love it. Rating 10 

Web of Power (3) - All on BSW, though the play-by-web version is supposed to be back 
up in a month or so. This is a great game for online play, but then I always love the 
middleweight boardgames. (Some would say lightweight.) In contrast to San Juan, here I 
think you can aim for a particular strategy (road network, lots of advisors or none, etc.). 
The cards don’t drive your strategy too much, though you still need to respond to 
opportunities and obstacles presented by your opponents. (Can’t wait for Hansa!) Rating 
9 


Movin' out! 

Posted on 4/13/2004 11:45:44 AM 

I had really wanted to have an entry summarizing the games I played in the first quarter 
of 2004 up here before today. I'm leaving for several days, and it may be a while til I can 
post something else. But, there's never time. Oh well, at least I can post the last half of 
my quarterly report, the games played online and those played with kids. 

And it's not like I can complain about my trip—I'm heading off to the Gathering of 
Friends! Woo-hoo! I've never been before, and there are a lot of folks I'm anxious to 
meet. Some of them I've "known" via email for years, one of them (Steffan O'Sullivan) I 
even traded messages with 15 years ago. That's pre-Internet (for me), on the SJ Games 
BBS. Wow! Then there's Dave, Christine, Ed & Susan, Stephen, Jeremy, Greg, Stven... 
so many I'll be meeting for the first time. Plus many more I've only met once or twice 
before. Fantastic! Oh, I hear there will be some games there, too... :-) 

The other part of "Movin' Out" is that I really need to migrate this weblog over to 
Mikko's site. My current host TextAmerica is adding lots of features. That means it's only 
a matter of time before this site starts costing money, is overrun with ads, or starts 
saddling my page with extra stuff I don't want. Stuff that may screw up the AvantGo 
channel formatting. It's definitely time to go. (It's overdue, in fact.) Knowing me, it'll 
only take me a few months to make it happen. *sigh* 


-Mark 



P.S. This week my weblog got a couple nice mentions on the Kinderspielfrieks mailing 
list. Always nice to know someone's reading this thing, as infrequent as I add to it! 


It's in the bag 

Posted on 3/26/2004 10:14:05 AM 

It's been a while since my last update. Work had been very busy. I still l ik e to write here 
occasionally, though, so as long as people like to read it occasionally, we should be fine. 

(And Mikko, if you're reading this, I definitely want to migrate this blog over to your site. 
I'm just slow at it.) 

An update on the experiment at work using nice, wooden abstracts: my best friend at 
work & most likely game opponent was promoted and is now my boss. In theory we 
could still meet to play games at lunch, but in practice that's kind of difficult. So that's a 
setback. 

However, on the plus side I cleaned up my office just enough to have some clear space on 
my desk where I could set out one of the games, Quarto. Right away it received several 
comments, so it's doing its job of grabbing attention. Now I need to see if someone will 
actually play it. A good next step would be to clean the conference table in my office, 
which would be a better location since people can sit across from me there. Just what I 
need—another reason to clean my office! 

So my interest in these wooden abstracts remains. It's odd—I didn't used to like these 
games at all. I realize now that my biggest objections to them are true of many abstracts, 
but not all of them. That is, games that require several turns of lookahead and analysis, 
the usual companions of perfect information in games. Some of them are almost l ik e 
puzzles in their analysis patterns. I read an abstract games editorial somewhere that 
praised these features, just the opposite of my reaction. That makes sense—most abstract 
games have this quality because most abstract game players enjoy them. 

I'd like something different: abstract games with IMperfect information, an element of 
chance, and the corresponding need to make some strategies by the seat of your pants. 
Those features are so common in general board and card games, almost universal in fact. 
However, it comes about through the use of hidden information through card decks or 
face-down tiles. Sometimes dice. These are mostly foreign elements to abstract games. 
Cards would disrupt the attractive, coffee-table quality of the wooden presentations, and 
face-down components are often "marked" through natural wood grain variations. 
Wooden dice wouldn't be so bad, really, but nobody's first choice for components. 

However, there is a randomizing/hidden information component that DOES work with 
attractive abstracts, and that's the bag. Drawing components out of a bag eliminates those 



marked/woodgrain concerns, and it looks nice enough to belong with the wooden game. 
So far I just own one such abstract, Caprice, but I've got Make Five on order. I need to 
look for more, maybe make a Geeklist and ask for suggestions. 

Thinking along these lines, I realize that there are some "regular" family strategy games 
that could be done in a fancy wooden format. Euphrat & Tigris, for example. 
Carcassonne is possible in theory, but the info on the tiles is a bit too precise and 
complex for easy translation to a wooden format. Flowerpower would be great. I'm sure 
there are lots more. 


The high tech part 

Posted on 2/24/2004 5:59:43 PM 

Actually, it's not all that technologically impressive. Some of my gaming has been over 
the net lately. Once in a great while I get back on Brettspielwelt. Last weekend I stayed 
up late after my wife fell asleep, and got in two games of Meuterer. Funny thing is, I 
didn't play with people across the globe...2 of my 3 opponents were local gamer friends 
just a town or two away! 

More often, though, I don't have convenient times to be online for an hour or more to 
play on BSW. What works better for me are the non-realtime, web-based boardgames. 
These are a far cry from the social interaction of a real game, and even BSW has a 
realtime text chat interface that helps personalize it. (Someday sites like BSW will offer 
realtime voicechat, and that will really improve the experience.) 

Nonetheless, the Play-By-Web (PBW) games are still fun. They can even be social, in a 
rudimentary way. Most (all?) of them have a message log built into each individual game. 
So you can smack-talk your opponents, kibbitz, even whine that you shouldn't be 
targeted. You just do it in text messages. Works for me, anyway. 

Also, these games don't have to take as long as you think. If you can access email and the 
web throughout the day, you can process turns a couple minutes at a time, several per 
day. I just finished a game of Through The Desert with a friend in less than 48 hours. Of 
course, actual game time was probably less than an hour, just spread over two days in 
little increments. I like that. 

Joe Casadonte has a Geeklist that lists all of these games, hosted on various sites. Off the 
top of my head, I know I’ve played Yinci, E&T, Auf Heller und Pfennig, Streetsoccer, 
Durch die Wuste, Cartagena, King Me!, and Blue Max (the latter a light wargame). I 
know the same sites also offer Medina, Hare & Tortoise, and Dvonn which I haven't 
tried yet. I will, though. Hopefully Boardgamegeek will get Goldland up & running 
someday. 

P.S. I played a lunch game for the first time in ages. It was Mu, and I was dealt a great 



first hand, made my contract easily, then enjoyed being the chiefs partner on the next two 
winning contracts. 


Low tech & high tech 

Posted on 2/23/2004 12:55:44 PM 

At the moment my boardgame interests are at the extremes of low and high tech. On the 
low side, it's the chunky, wooden games. You know, the abstracts. Funny thing is, it's not 
the abstract nature that appeals to me, it's the components, simple rules, and quick 
gameplay. It just so happens that these games are abstract. Is that always the case? I'm 
not sure. What "coffee table" sort of wooden games have even a few thematic elements? 
Heck, I'd even settle for a little luck or imperfect information! 

It's commonly understood that "abstract" and "no luck" go hand-in-hand, but I don't see 
any reason that has to be the case. Right now my wooden game collection is Octiles, 
Cabale, Caprice, and Gobblet. I may later be adding Pogo, Avalam, and Gyges. All of 
those are luckless games. Cabale at least has some hidden information, but no luck. 

Now contrast that with, say, Flowerpower, which is a pattem/tile-laying game that is as 
abstract as you like, but with a pleasant dose of luck. Carcassonne is similar. Heck, I bet 
a lot of family strategy games are similar, they just use cardboard tiles rather than wood. 
Printed cardboard is not only cheaper, it's more versatile from a production standpoint. 
Much harder to depict several different varieties of flower on wooden bits. 

Still, I'd love to marry the visual appeal of a coffee table wooden game with some of the 
lighter gameplay of a family strategy game. And why not? Actually, my real question is 
whether this has been done already. If so, I need to find those games and spend my 
money on that, not more true abstracts. 

Oops, guess the high tech will have to wait for another blog entry. 


So what happened? 

Posted on 2/18/2004 9:31:12 AM 

Turnout was smaller than expected, but we still had a good game night. At first it was just 
Ryan and I, so first we tried Chicken Cha Cha Cha with my kids. This would work 
with even younger children—I was happy my son didn't find it too "babyish" (a 4th 
grader, he's pretty sensitive about that). 

The kids took off when Greg W showed up, and we played King Me! as a filler while 
waiting for others. This is light stuff, but very entertaining. Even though the game would 




be a little easier to see with "standard" flat counters instead of the standups, the graphics 
are so charming wouldn't want to change a thing. 

Jason arrived, and I started to teach 4-player Attika. Then the other Ryan (Davis) arrived, 
and I stepped out. There were some objections about that—I’ve stepped out before—but 
truthfully I would've been happy to hang out with my wife while the rest of them played 
Attika. They wouldn't allow it this time, though. We had another good solution—Jason, 
Greg, and Ryan W played Attika, while Ryan D and I played some 2-player games. He's 
an abstract games fan, and I'm starting to enjoy those, too. It was a good fit, especially 
since my copy of Caprice had just arrived that afternoon! 

We played Caprice twice, and I enjoyed it. I'm glad I didn't have to pay full price, but 
this is a perfect game for me to set out in my office at work. Looks great, chunky wooden 
pieces, easy to explain, and takes only 10-15 minutes. In fact, of the three "deluxe" 
wooden games attempted by Rio Grande (this, Cabale, and Siesta), this one is the one 
best suited for coffee table/office table duty. 

After that we had time for two more 2-player games while they were still playing Attika. 
First was Balloon Cup, my first go at this game designed by he's-one-of-us Stephen 
Glenn. I really enjoyed it! Afterward we played En Garde, one of my all-time favorites. 
It was a great match, going all the way to a 4-5 finish, with points won by direct strike 
(always doubles), final touch, and position. No one was ever backed off the end of the 
mat, though. I should've tried that with more charge attacks. 

For the last game of the night we all played Amun-Re. It's our Game of the Month. 

Wow, I thought I did bad last week—this was worse. The trouble started when Ryan D 
said there's really one main strategy, that of getting lots of farmers to generate income. 
Naturally, I had to try to prove that wrong. In fact, I don't agree that this is the only 
strategy, but I did learn that hard way that you can't go against the flow. Not in a 5-player 
game, anyway. While I was buying up provinces that had merchant income (with 
camels), everyone else was buying bottom land near the Nile, and filling them with 
farmers. Guess what happened when the sacrifice came? I played my -3, once even with 
the blue power card, but everyone else went the other way. The result was that they all 
received subtantial farmer income, I got none of my merchant income (and precious little 
from my few farmers), and I didn't even receive a free resource from the sacrifice. Ouch! 

This isn't a problem with the game, it just means it's one of those that you can't go into 
with a set strategy you're attempting. You need to see how the game develops and react 
accordingly. Sort of like Princes of Florence or Puerto Rico, in that regard. Actually, 
that's not a feature I really enjoy in games, but most people do. 


Game night tonight 

Posted on 2/17/2004 2:23:03 PM 



Usually I write about the game session the day after, not before. However, I'm in a 
blogging mood. Like the emails I send to my brother—too often I put off writing 
something, waiting until I have something more substantial to say. Just write! They don't 
have to read this blog if they don't want to! It's mostly for me, anyway! 

So the next Santa Clarita Boardgamer session is tonight. Hoping for a good one. Last 
week we had about our smallest turnout (just 3), and the week before everyone took a 
break (SoCal Games Day had just occurred). I think we're going to try another Game of 
the Month, and that it'll be Amun-Re, which we played last week. Believe it or not, that 
was the first time I played that game. Not sure what I think of it yet. My gut reaction is 
that I'm getting a little worn out by Knizia's multi-dimensional scoring systems, but that— 
surprise!—the theme kind of wins me over here. But hey, that's a good reason for it to be a 
GotM. Let's see how well I like it after a couple more tries. 

Greg P had a birthday this month, and between the Gamekeeper closing up and a recent 
Boulder Games Saturday sale, he's picked up several new things. Should be bringing 
them over tonight. I also recently ordered some discount items from Boulder, which 
might arrive today. Probably nothing that will win folks over, though—I got the abstract 
Caprice, a bunch of magazines, and X-Bugs to try with my son. Oh, and a copy of Pass 
the Bomb to replace one I traded away last year. (I'm finding I often have to replace 
games I needed to make a trade deal. Maybe I'm doing it wrong...) 

P.S. As you can see, I still haven't switched this blog over to its new host. I will, I will. 
Right now I'm trying out a new blog reader, the Info Aggregator service that pipes blog 
updates to your email. 


The Great Work Experiment 

Posted on 2/9/2004 1:16:25 PM 

Okay, things are starting to get a little less busy, and I hope that means I can start 
contributing to this weblog a little more. There's a good chance it will also move again— 
Mikko Saari of Gameblog is offering hosting services to me, and his software setup has 
advantages. I'll let everyone know when that happens, of course. I should also be able to 
take all of the weblog archives with me, too. It will remain a priority of mine to make the 
weblog easily readable on PDAs via AvantGo...even if I'm the only one that uses that! 

Although I'm perfectly content with the notion of playing fewer games in 2004 (for a 
variety of reasons), January didn't end up that way. I played as many or more games than 
ever. Part of that was making it to each Santa Clarita Boardgamer session, part was 
playing some more with my kids, there was a little Brettspielwelt revival, and then we 
had SoCal Games Day 15 on the 31st. I'm not sure I'll bother with the monthly list of the 
games I played, as I'm no longer sure those make for interesting reading (now that there 
are so many). But if asked, I’ll gladly post it. 



Games Day 15 was nice for me because I'm not as much in charge as I used to be. 
Running Games Days was always a team effort, but for a few reasons (some self- 
inflicted) I ended up being the more visible point-man for them. After 14 events over 
three years, I was looking forward to taking more of a backseat from now on. Lucky for 
me, my partners Scott Woodard and Dave Arnott covered my exit easily. Thanks, guys! I 
made it to part of GDI5 (had to leave in the middle for my son Sam's basketball game, 
then came back). It was the biggest ever! Ironically, this was the time we moved the 
event back to our smaller, cheaper location. So it was really packed. I think the longer 
interval since our last event in September contributed to that, but probably even more 
because we uncharacteristically had announced this one two months in advance (usually 
it's just a few weeks' notice). Then again, maybe it's just that word is still trickling out, 
reaching new people every time. 

Despite the packed conditions, it went well. The weather was cool (rare for us), and no 
one complained about the room. Even the Prize Drawing went better, with some higher- 
quality prizes and fewer of them (less of an interruption during the day). To my pleasant 
surprise Sam decided to join me for the first part of the day. Together (and with others) 
we played Hick Hack, Zapp Zerapp, Light Speed, and What's That On My Head? 
Later that evening I came back alone, getting in plays of Africa, Pirate's Cove, and Big 
City (twice). 

"The Great Work Experiment," the title of this entry, is my new idea of bringing some 
attractive wooden games to my office, and setting them out. I've actually had a bunch of 
the Kosmos/RGG two-player games stashed here for months, hoping to play them with 
my friend Shawn. He's interested, but we always spend lunch at the cafeteria instead, 
talking about work (which I like). The wooden games have an advantage in that they can 
set up in seconds, and be played in less than 15 minutes. That stands a better chance of 
being played. Also, they look nice enough to live on top of the desk, not under it. Right 
now I brought Gobblet, and later I can swap that out for Cabale, Caprice, or Octiles. I 
need to get a copy of Quarto, too. 

P.S. Did you see my review of Wildlife in Boulder Games' newsletter Game Notes ? I'd 
like to hear some constructive criticism, because I found writing the review more difficult 
than I expected. My strong preference is for reviews that focus on insight & analysis, not 
just a regurgitation of the mechanics. However, from some discussions and polls on 
spielfrieks I believe a lot of people DO like those sort of reviews that focus on the 
mechanics. So in this format (webzine), I decided to do both. In my submission, I clearly 
delineated between them, having an intro, then sections with the headings What's In The 
Box?, General Description & Mechanics, and Analysis (beginning with "Wildlife is a 
meaty game..."). When Boulder published the review, though, they tossed those headings 
and just ran it all together in a long stream. I would've preferred the headings, but does it 
matter? 


January 10,2004 




Holidays & Mars Landings 


I've been wanting to update this weblog for a while, but I've been busy. First there was 
the holidays, then there was a little thing about Mars. You see, I'm a mechanical engineer 
at NASA, specifically the JPL center that's responsible for robotic exploration of space. I 
supervise about a dozen mechanism engineers, the people who design the things that 
deploy, unfold, turn wheels, grind rocks, and also those "explosive bolts" you hear about. 
You'd better believe we had a lot to do with the Mars Rover "Spirit" that successfully 
landed on January 3rd. In fact, it's been a huge project that completely dominated the past 
few years at work. It's a huge thrill to see everything work so well! Now we just need to 
go 2-for-2 with a landing of "Opportunity" on the 24th. 

Despite all of that excitement, I still have managed to play some games recently. The 
Santa Clarita Boardgamers had one last session just before Christmas, and once since 
then. As we've done for the past couple years (and as I did with my previous game 
group), we're going to vote on our favorite games played together in 2003. Who knows? 
Maybe I'll even start updating our anemic web page devoted to the group with this and 
other info. 

I didn't ask for any games at Christmas. When the ones I want are only really available 
via mail order, I never bother to ask for them. I suppose that's a mistake. Everyone 
pounced on the list of books I asked for last year. Those are easier to find, naturally, but I 
think it also shows my family appreciated not having to figure out what I'd like. Hmm. 
Next year maybe I'll have a game wishlist, figuring Candy can place one combined order, 
and everyone that's buying me something can join in. 

As it was, I asked for and got things that I can use for the hobby, even if not games 
themselves. Sounds silly, but I asked for those "plasti-bands" mentioned on spielfrieks. 
They're sort of rubberless rubber bands. Not as stretchy, but the key is that they don't 
degrade. Now that I'm storing games on shelves in the garage, this is important. (I have 
no worries for water damage out there—this is a D-R-Y place—but rubber bands don't 
work.) Also re-acquired my great grandfather's old poker set. I don't think it's especially 
rare or anything, but obviously it means something to me. I think it looks pretty classy, 
too. In fact, my wife rearranged the living room to bring back a spare, smaller dropleaf 
table we had in the garage. Now it's got my game "antiques" on it: Johnson Card Shuffler, 
poker set, and wooden cribbage box (not antique, but wooden and classy). 

What else? I got a bunch of small chips, tokens, and pawns in matching colors (order 
those at Cheapass). This should help games that have ridiculous paper money in them 
(like Voile Hutte and Die Safeknacker). The one game we got was Cranium Cadoo. I 
expect most spielfrieks aren't interested in anything relating to Cranium, but this is their 
game designed for families, and if mine wants to play, I'm in! 



December 21,2003 

Gencon SoCal 



As you may have read elsewhere, Gencon SoCal was a disappointment to some that made 
the effort to attend. I've never been to the original Gencon in the midwest, but it's been 
the big kahuna of American game conventions forever. Still, the writing was on the wall 
that this first venture to the West Coast might struggle. Right off the bat, you look at the 
schedule—two weeks before Christmas. Next year I understand it'll be one week before 
the holiday. It probably plays even greater havok with Hannukah. 

I don't know what the organizers were thinking. On the one hand, heading to sunny 
Southern California has got to sound good to lots of gamers living in snowy parts of the 
country. The venue for the convention, the Anaheim Convention Center, is literally 
across the street from Disneyland, making for a nice combo-vacation, or else a great 
place for the nongamers in your family to have fun. But still, it's such a busy and even 
stressful time of the year for most folks, it's no wonder the turnout was light. 

It certainly was. I heard some accounts that it peaked around 4000 on Saturday, and was 
considerably less on the other days. I don't know what the other Gencon (or Origins, or 
WBC) draws, but from the acres of open tables I'd have to say the organizers were hoping 
for a bigger turnout. This photo shows the CCG play tables, mostly empty. 

I wasn't originally planning to attend, but the opportunity arose to help out Uberplay by 
putting together a team to represent them at the show. They were a bit late in organizing 
all of this, so we missed out on being in an actual Exhibitor's booth. Instead, we were 
there just on Saturday to "demonstrate" several games, something that missed the official 
program but made it into the program errata sheet. 

(The Gencon folks were really strict about the terminology. In their mind, demos are 
something very specific—free events put on by the exhibitors or something. Ours were 
supposed to just be scheduled games, which meant the players needed to have a $1.50 
event ticket to play. They could've pre-registered for us, too, but that system didn't work 
well for Uberplay or anyone else, from what I've heard. In any case, we didn't turn 
anyone away.) 


Even Stormtroopers 






One more shot, just for the humor of it. Greg Pettit saw some other good moments, like 
when Darth Vader was peering into the screen of someone's digital camera to see how 
well his picture turned out... 



Boardgame area 


Enough about those other guys. Suffice it to say that there were CCGs, there was 
roleplaying, and there was even a little wargaming going on. Must've been some 
miniatures, too, I just missed it. I wish I had more info to share about the exhibitor/dealer 
area, but I only had time to race through there, looking for booths that sold Uberplay 
games (we couldn't sell any ourselves). Of course Wizards of the Coast had a big booth, 
as did Fantasy Flight. I saw a more regular sized booth for Steve Jackson Games. There 
were others, undoubtedly, but none stand out. No Rio Grande booth, and I don't recall 
one for Mayfair, either. (I may be wrong.) Hmm, I think there was probably a booth for 
Days of Wonder. No European publishers, and of course Uberplay was represented only 
on the gaming tables, not in an actual booth. (Not this year, anyway.) In this photo you 
can see what about two-thirds of the boardgaming area looked like (the remaining third is 
a mostly empty set of additional tables off to the left of this photo). We "set up shop" for 
Uberplay in the middle, occupying that long table all day. 







Here's a closer shot of Uberplay's area, with my buddies setting up. That's Ryan Wheeler 
on the left, Greg Pettit on the right. All of us play with the Santa Clarita Boardgamers 
group, as well as SoCal Games Day, etc. Ryan is also on spielfrieks. This is at the 
beginning of our day. Ryan is setting up a couple games of New England, and Greg is 
double-checking the rules. 






Although you mostly see Wildlife in this picture, I'm calling your attention to New 
England, which I didn't otherwise get a photo of in-action. It's there on the bottom-right, 
see it? The game went a little long (4-players, basic setup) since a couple players wanted 
to make the most of it as a learning game, but I understand everyone had fun. It went a 
little over schedule, but that was no big deal for us. It's all good at the Uberplay "booth." 


Bridges of Shangri-La 



Here's Bridges of Shangri-La. Had this been scheduled earlier, I think we might have had 
more interest in the game, rather like Wildlife enjoyed. It was our last slot of the evening, 
though, from 8-10pm, and that probably limited the number of folks around. (I'm not sure 
why—though the Exhibitor area closed at a ridiculously early 6pm, don't most convention 
attendees plan on staying late?) Anyway, before this game we had times for Ark and 
High Society (the latter played several times, and everyone liked it), I just missed photos. 
What's especially worth pointing out here are the people. It's a table of spielfrieks! That's 
Greg Parker on the left in front, and going round the table there's Doug Garrett, Shelly 
Garrett, and Richard Irving. Behind them Greg Pettit is speaking with Alan Stroud, who's 
a spielfriek lurker. 


As expected 





I always enjoyed Mike Siggins' little editorial jabs at the "rubber sword" crowd that show 
up at major cons. I suppose I shouldn't be so petty. These folks really enjoy the whole 
costume thing, whether they're real Live Action Roleplayers or not. And who am I to 
gripe about it? Just the same, I can't help chuckling about it. 


Wildlife 






This is the third game of Wildlife played that day. This happens to be my favorite game 
in Uberplay's lineup (so far!), so I paid more attention to this one all day. Also, I think 
there was a bit more interest in this because of the convention setting. As long as you've 
got all day to play games, why not try a slightly longer (2-hour) game that you probably 
haven't seen elsewhere, and may be on the fence about buying? New England may have 
already been tried by more people, and Ark of the Covenant and High Society are easier 
to buy sight-unseen, since you know what you're getting. Anyway, the bearded man on 
the right is designer Tom Jolly, the designer of such titles as Wiz-War, Cave Troll, 
Drakon, and more. Will we see something from him under an Uberplay label someday? 
Hmmm... 


Ark of the Covenant 




One of the last games of the evening was Ark of the Covenant. It had been played in its 
scheduled timeslot earlier, but now Greg and Ryan were waiting for me to finish one last 
game of Wildlife. This group played High Society, too. Look! Even Captain Kirk thinks 
highly of Uberplay's games! :-) (He was one of those crazy Guests of Honor at a 
convention like this. For some reason, Val Kilmer was another.) 

After this, we packed up and headed home. It was a fun day, and everyone seemed to 
have a good time playing our games. I'm sorry the entire Gencon SoCal wasn't a clear 
success for everyone, but we did out best to hold up our end. For anyone in the area (or 
passing through) that wants to forget about the all the convention stuff and just have a 
good time playing boardgames, I encourage them to check out our next SoCal Games 
Day (number 15!), scheduled for January 31. All the info is at 
http://www.socalgamesday.com. 


December 15,2003 

November games 

Better late than never... 

AffenRaffen -1 guess I need to stop saying that I don’t really care for speed games, 
because this is yet another one I like. The outstanding production (graphics, thick tiles) 
really help the game, too. 





Africa - Still a favorite, and I finally got to have my semi-gamer brother try it over 
Thanksgiving. Just 2-player, but the game works as well with that as any. Even better, he 
liked the game. 

Apples to Apples Jr - My kids’ (esp. daughter’s) new favorite. I know some people don’t 
care for A2A, while others have OD’d on it, but it’s still tops in my book. The Junior 
edition works just like the real deal, only using simpler adjectives (funny, creepy), and 
more kid-centric nouns (My Room, Bugs Bunny). It’s a good game to encourage reading, 
too. 

Attika - Apparently the closest to a big hit from this year’s Essen, but I thought it was 
just okay. I need to try again, but am in no hurry. 

Auf Falscher Fahrte -1 love the concept, but in our games it’s so rare that the hand “goes 
large.” Might try reducing the required number by 2, though it could easily be just a 
groupthink problem. 

Bang! (with High Noon) -1 already thought quite a lot of Bang!, and this little expansion 
is just right, adding even more flavor and fun without burdening the game. 

Battleship Card Game - Pretty good considering its mainstream publisher, but hard to 
recommend over other good 2-player options. 

Big City - Another played 2-player with my brother over Thanksgiving, this didn’t go 
over quite as well. I’d like to play it some more (luckily, my son now counts it as one of 
his favorites). 

Bluff - Played this online at BSW, which worked better than I would’ve guessed. Talking 
smack is a lot more fun in real life than over the chatline, but it works okay. 

Bonobo Beach - First I liked this, then I cooled off. Now I’ve been playing the free 
downloadable version on my computer, and I’m liking it again. 

Carrom -1 still like this, but my house (game storage) isn’t big enough for this AND 
Crokinole, so it’s going to be sold off. 

Crokinole - Mostly 2-player with my brother, who just FOVES this game. (I do, too.) 

Die Fugger - Kind of reminds me of Meuterer more than Modern Art, in that you’re 
managing a hand of cards to sell for victory points at opportune times. Good stuff worth 
more exploration. 

Die Ritter von der Haselnuss - Supposed to be one of the better kids games, and I guess it 
is, but the memory part didn’t wow me. I’ve got Hallo Dachs on the way, which I might 
like better. 



Die Safeknacker - Another where everyone else thinks this is a not-quite-harmless waste 
of time, while I think it’s fun. 

En Garde - I still love this, and wish someone would make an online or email version. 

Epic Duels - My son’s favorite game (above even Queen’s Gambit, I believe). We now 
always play with the bonus draw card rule first suggested by Peter Sarrett. 

Kleine Fische - I wish there was a little more game to this kids’ deck of cards, but as-is 
my daughter loves it. I love the artwork, at least. 

Mampf - There’s even less game to this one (pure blind bidding/cancellation mechanic, 
like Basari Ultra-Light), but the production is really charming and works with the 
youngest kids. 

Mause Rallye - We played this to death, now it’s taking a little break. Our games now 
always end when the cheese runs out, which means mice aren’t falling into the holes fast 
enough. Need to try with cagey gamers that forego track-running in order to send 
opponents’ mice into the holes. 

Mu - The Santa Clarita Boardgamers have now played this enough that we don’t have to 
completely relearn it each time. Just the scoring. I think we should explore some of the 
Mehr games, too. 

Puerto Rico - Wow, I continue to make stupid mistakes when I play this time (only my 
third), but at least now I think I’m learning. 

Riiselbande - This looked delightful, but was very underwhelming. I should’ve expected 
that from Alex Randolph. His games just don’t do much for me (except Wurmeln). 

Rosenkonig - What a great surprise! First that it was a gift, and second that the game was 
so fun! 

Sauerbaum - A cooperative abstract game, available in three separate editions (currently 
a pretty lavish production from Zoch). Not everyone’s cup of tea, but I like it. 

Scream Machine - How cool is it when your friend gets his first game published? How 
much cooler is it when you really like the game?! My own copy just arrived. 

Space Walk - Cool bits, quick play, and it’s one of those that use the box itself as a game 
component (which I find oddly compelling). 

Time's Up - That third round with all of the gesturing still makes me feel like self- 
conscious and awkward, but I can still appreciate this quality game, 



Tohuwabohu - A colorful speed-recognition game that’s always a favorite in our house. 
(Same designer as Affen Raffen, too: Michael Schacht.) 

Yellowstone Park - It looks good but is otherwise a complete disappointment. Wanna 
buy my copy? 


Huber interview 

Posted on 12/10/2003 10:20:45 AM 


Mike Mayer posted some good questions as a comment to my last entry, but I'm going to 
answer them over here. (I really don't like the fact that Textamerica now requires folks 
who comment on these weblogs to register. Guess it's time to move.) 

I did the interview half via email, then followed up with a phone conversation. The 
former is accurate (of course) but not candid or spontaneous. The phone call provided 
some more dynamic to the interview but I wasn't set up with a good recorder. So I had 
Joe on speakerphone while I typed feverishly. I'm a fairly fast typist, but even so I had to 
get by on just notes for some parts, to be filled in later. 

I didn't like that part, since the fill-in sounds more like me than Joe, even if I'm just filling 
in the grammatical blanks in the sentences. The best way would be a tape recorder 
attached to the phone, which is how I understand Stephen Glenn has done his interviews. 
Maybe I should get one of those. (Even a tape recorder is getting to be a rare thing these 
days.) 


Gencon SoCal coming up 

Posted on 12/9/2003 11:18:01 AM 

Wow, I haven't done an update in a while. Just been busy, and that's going to continue. 
The latest issue of The Games Journal has my first try at an interview, with Joe Huber. It 
went pretty well, and I learned a little bit about how to do those. Joe volunteered to be my 
guinea pig, and now I'm set to try another one. 

This weekend Gencon is making its west coast debut (finally!) with Gencon SoCal . Why 
they picked the crazy season between Thanksgiving and Christmas is beyond me, but 
there you have it. Originally I wasn't thinking of going at all, but the chance to meet a 
few email friends, combined with an opportunity to help out Uberplay games means I'll 
be there on Saturday. 

Probably won't get to play much beyond the Uberplay titles, but that's fine by me. I'm 
looking forward to getting in another go at Wildlife, one of my favorites from last year. I 







need to give New England another chance, High Society is great, The Ark of the 
Covenant sounds like a worthy Carcassonne variant, and Bridges of Shangri-La will 
be completely new to me. 

I'd still like to post my November games played list here, too. 


Thanksgiving Games (too many!) 

Posted on 11/25/2003 2:09:29 PM 


Despite my earlier concern about not having enough "gateway games" that work well 
with families and other nongamers, I'm finding my list of games to bring for 
Thanksgiving is HUGE! Way too big, in fact. There's no way I can bring all of these with 
me—I'll need to make some choices. 

First of all, the games I already know the kids enjoy (some of these they've already 
requested that I bring): Apples to Apples Jr., Epic Duels, Hick Hack, Battle Ball, 
Kapitan Wackelpudding, Light Speed, and Tohuwabohu. 

Then there are the ones I've considered on my own: TransAmerica, Cartagena, Africa, 
Basari, Bohnanza, Crokinole, Carom, En Garde, Ave Caesar, High Society, Pit, 
and Drunter & Druber. 

Last there are the suggestions gleaned from spielfrieks, nigglybits, and a number of 
Geeklists: Durch Die Wuste, Big City, Frank's Zoo, Coloretto, Bang!, and Mississippi 
Queen. 

I'm sure I'll take the two big wooden game boards, plus all of the ones on the kid list. At 
that point, it'll be a matter of figuring out what fits in the big game duffel, and enduring 
the stares of disbelief from my wife! 


Hope Springs Eternal 

Posted on 11/24/2003 8:09:48AM 


Like a lot of Americans, later this week I'll be spending the Thanksgiving holidays with 
my family. That means my wife & two kids, my parents, my brother & sister-in-law, and 
their new baby. Just about every time we get together like this, I bring some games along. 
Getting them played is another matter... 




I know some gamers who have incredible success introducing new games to their 
extended families on holidays. That hasn't been the case for me. Maybe I'm not good at 
"selling" them, maybe I'm not bringing the best selection for the audience, or maybe my 
family just isn't as interested as some in playing games. That's okay, since we generally 
do play some of them. For me, it's about appropriate expectations. This is a family 
weekend—getting to play a few games with them is icing on the cake. (Maybe the gravy 
reference is better for this holiday.) 

At the same time, I still continue to hope for more. My odds might be improved by 
having some different games to suggest. Not because they're tired of the old ones, I mean 
I need to have more "gateway" games that work with families. My game collection isn't 
large, and I'm beginning to realize that I could use more of these sort of titles. (Especially 
since my daughter is starting to request games.) 

Funny, I thought my preference for shorter games would naturally serve well as family 
games, but that turns out to be not quite right. I have more games that finish in a lunch 
hour but are fairly deep within that limitation. That's how I'd describe them, anyway. 

Later I'll build a list of games I plan to bring for the holiday, and will post them here. 
Suggestions are welcome! I borrowed copies of Cartagena and TransAmerica, two 
games I'm not real fond of but could see them going over pretty well. 


Bait & switch 

Posted on 11/18/2003 4:12:54 PM 


I ended up just posting the pics of Mark Jackson's visit on my main website. That poor 
website needs some serious attention, something I'm not inclined to do. I know the 
rudiments of HTML, but I'd rather use something slick & easy, with a canned template. 
For some people websites can be a labor of love, but for me they're just labor. However, 
I've got a high enough opinion of myself that I like to have someplace to archive my 
comments and whatnot. 

Any recommendations? I'm way too cheap to spend a couple hundred bucks on a good 
web authoring (and website management) software package. Of course I'd prefer 
something free, or nearly so. 


Marks Brothers 

Posted on 11/12/2003 1:34:36 PM 






Mark Jackson, my near-namesake and gamer-friend, spent the last two nights at my 
house. I've known Mark via email for more than five years, but only had the chance to 
meet him once before. That was when he lived in Tennessee. Now he's relocated to 
Central California, not quite four hours north of my home in Santa Clarita. 

Lucky for us, Mark had a conference for his work (as a Pastor) in Southern California, so 
he crashed at my place. He got to meet my family, we played games (of course), and 
commuted in together since the conference was close to my work. 

The first night we played a couple games with my kids, then a bunch of other games 2- 
player. Last night we managed to augment our normal Santa Clarita Boardgamer session 
with folks from two other nearby groups, the Left Coasters and San Fernando Valley 
Gamers. That gave us a dozen gamers plus my kids to play lots of games last night. 
Although I said I was going to post that here, I'm shifting it to its own web page to better 
show off the photos and whatnot. That'll take me a couple evenings to throw together, so 
you'll have to sit tight with the list of games I played over the past two days. 

Rosenkonig, Bonobo Beach, Sauerbaum x2, Battleship Card Game, StreetSoccer, Yellowstone Park, 
Die Ritter von der Haselnuss, Ruselbande, Mause Rallye, Apples to Apples Jr. x2, Mampf x2, Kleine 
Fische, Time's Up, Scream Machine, Die Fugger x2, Die Safeknacker, AffenRaffen, and Space Walk 

Woo-hoo! That wasn't on some big Saturday or through taking a day off work. Nope, that was just making 
great use of the time we had. :-) 


October Games 

Posted on 11/4/2003 3:22:18 PM 



Kind of silly to say that I played fewer games in October because I went to Essen, but it's 
true! Remember, I only had one day at Essen, and prior to that were two weeks away 
from my regular game opportunities, touring other parts of Germany. 



Attika — It will be interesting to see if I missed the boat on this one. Many folks at Essen 
seem to be picking this one as a solid hit, while I felt it was worthwhile but 
unexceptional. (And believe me, if anything I would've been biased in favor of the game, 
since I'm a fan of designer Casasola-Merkle, at least his Verrater, Meuterer and Lift 
Off.) I'd like to try Attika on Brettspielwelt sometime. 

Bang! — This was a four-player game, surprisingly good with that small number. I picked 
up High Noon while at Essen, and am looking forward to trying that. 

Bonobo Beach/Cronberg — I've written about this recently here and in my Essen article. 

Domaine — Hopefully this will be our Game of the Month in December or January. 

Europa Tour — Figured this would be a natural for Candy and I to play, and in fact she 
likes it well enough. (Though that only means about one play per month.) I would've 
brought it along on our Europe trip except for space. 

Fluster — This was the one game we played on our trip, and fairly often (about ten 
times). It's a word game, sort of competitive crossword building, and wonderfully 
portable. That made it good for playing on airplanes, in stations, etc. I have a suspicion 
that there's a better way to win by playing destructively rather than constructively, but 
that's a lot less fun and we don't really do that. 

Frank's Zoo — This was the Santa Clarita Boardgamers' Game of the Month for October, 
and I got in on two playings. Good fun. 

Get The Goods — It had been a while since I played this one, and I'd forgotten what a 
clean, little design it is. For years I've also been playing it 2-player, with no modifications 
to the rules even though it says it's only for 3+ players. In this way, it's a favorite for my 
wife and I. With just two, it's a foregone conclusion that both players will start stacks in 
all ten commodities, but the timing of those versus the second and—especially—first 
scoring round are filled with tension. That, and when to commit to putting the x2 cards 
down. (I tend to shoot for those early, Candy plays more conservatively to build a strong 
position.) 

King's Breakfast — I'd missed this one before now, and I thought it was a pretty cute 
little game. Unfortunately, it's completely overshadowed by Coloretto in my book, 
especially in terms scoring system. 

Mause Rallye — A splurge in a recent German game order, this has proved to be a big, 
big hit with my kids. I bet it will go over well at Games Days, too. Wonderful! 

Mr. President — Played on the night of California's infamous gubernatorial recall 
election. I wasn't happy with the real-life election, but the game was a joy. Looking 
forward to playing again, especially another 4-player outing. 



Schrille Stille — Mentioned recently in a session report. Good game, great device, much 
fun. 

Yellowstone Park — This one was mostly panned at Essen, but I bought it anyway. 
(Actually, I bought it before I heard those reports.) Light, family game from Amigo and 
Bohnanza's designer Uwe Rosenberg should be something I'd like, but my one play so 
far wasn't too encouraging. I haven't given up yet, though. Maybe there are some 
sublteties we're missing. I hope so! 


Mugshot 

Posted on 11/3/2003 7:42:16 AM 



This is the photo that accompanies my articles at The Games Journal . I've been told—by 
friends, even—that this makes me look like either of the following criminals: rapist, 
securities fraud, or Miami cocaine kingpin. Hmmm, not quite the look I'm going for. 
Maybe I'll work on getting another, though this is pretty much what I look like. 

You can also see me in one of Greg Schloesser's photos from Essen, wearing the exact 
same shirt as I've got on in the photo on my own web page . Honestly, I have other shirts 


SCB Session Report, part 2 

Posted on 11/3/2003 7:30:09 AM 









(Oops, I had a little glitch that caused these parts to be out of order. Not that it matters 
much.) 

Shrille Stille 

This was one of Ryan's pickups from the last Adam Spielt order. I'm so glad he got it—I 
was on the fence on this one for a while, and now I get to play it at home! The only other 
time I tried it was two Games Days ago. A new version was just released at Essen this 
year (same deluxe publisher, Zoch) but I can't imagine how it could be any cooler than 
this one. It's about musical bands climbing and falling on a Billboard-style chart. The 
players are different record labels (I guess), whose success is tied to the various bands in 
the game. Most of the bands are represented by two different labels, but some are tagged 
to just one. (Which makes me think the players might be record producers rather than 
labels. It probably only matters to me.) 

A tiny bit like Knizia's ancient commodities market game Palmyra, the players each have 
some influence over the rise and fall of the bands shown on the "market." But where 
Palmyra and just about every other game handles this with cardplay, Shrille Stille uses 
little wooden chits drawn from a bag. Then those positive & negative influence chits are 
secretly allocated on a little "voting board" that each player has. The coolest part comes 
next... In a way that's impossible to describe in text (many have tried—check the online 
reports), the voting boards are collected into a central voting device made of chunky 
wood. The device secretly accumulates all the influence chits for each band on the chart, 
and reveals them dramatically when the device is rotated—the chits just roll out of the 
"machine." Bands go up, bands go down, and the players score (and lose!) points 
accordingly. You've gotta see it. 

Ryan was hammered in our game, but struggled back and was close near the end. I led 
through most of it, and really lucked out in the final turn by being the only player to 
correctly predict the #1 band, getting just enough bonus points to squeak out a win. I can't 
help but think my success in the game, especially for the first two thirds, was due to good 
chit draws. I seemed to have a good and bad 3 or 4 chit every time, and not too many of 
the wimpy 1-influence chits. That really helps. Ryan, naturally, was screwed by the luck 
of the draw. 


SCB Session Report, part 1 

Posted on 11/2/2003 7:13:32 PM 




Here's what the Santa Clarita Boardgamers played last week. 

Mause-Rallye 

This was part of my order in our latest from Adam Spielt. I think it's hilarious, and great 
fun for more than just kids. Though it had been recommended to me for some time, I held 
off till now because it's not cheap (though not expensive, either), and the other 
recommendations for kids' games have been just okay. At best. Happily, this one broke 
the trend. It's even one of those where the box is part of the game, which you know is 
something that interests me, for whatever odd reason. (Gotta show you Space Walk 
sometime, too.) In this game, the box base, with an obstacle in the very center, forms an 
oval-style racing track. It's actually a raised floor from the box base, with holes that allow 
your pieces to fall through. The pieces are wooden mice faces, very cute, and you flick 
them kind of like Crokinole or carrom, except with little flicking sticks (like a tongue 
depressor or popsicle stick). 

There are little angled pieces built into each corner, so a strong flick that way will 
rebound you around the course. A great flick can sail you around a complete lap, but even 
a wimpy flick will go a quarter of the way. That's key to the game—flicking is pretty easy. 
Each lap grants you a point in the form of a little, wooden wedge of cheese. If you flick 
your mouse off the course, you start your lap over next turn. If a mouse falls into a hole, 
you use your next mouse. Everyone starts with three of those. When the third one of a 
player falls in, the game changes a little. That player is "out" in terms of racing, but he 
then gets to control the cat piece. You can't score points with the cat, you can only cause 
trouble. The cat is a little larger than the mouse holes, so it can scoot around the board 





with impunity, trying to knock the remaining mice in. As successive players lose their 
final mice, they get to start controlling the cat on their turn, too. So, the game accelerates 
toward the end when the final mouse is "pocketed," and then most cheese wins. I just 
love it, and so do the kids. 

Frank's Zoo 

Last go for October's Game of the Month. I was in on game #1 for the month, and this 
final one. I guess we must've played it during the last week of September, too, because I 
remember two weeks in a row when Greg won. He almost won this time, too, but Jason 
stopped just shy of the 19 points needed to trigger the end of the game, than vaulted 
forward with 10 or 11 points more in the final round to win it over Greg. Ryan and I 
contribued our cards to their efforts. I still think the partnership rules are a little wonky 
(or maybe downright flawed) in this game, but it doesn't even bother me. If it was all 
colors and numbers on the cards, I bet it would, but I'm duped by the cartoony animal 
illustrations and food-chain ranking into having a good time regardless. 


SCB Session Report, part 3 

Posted on 11/2/2003 6:36:03 PM 



Domaine 

I swear, I'm going to do better at this game some day. When that happens, I'm going to 
start enjoying it more. I like to think I'm not one of those players whose enjoyment of a 
game is tied to their win rate, and when it comes to Domaine (or its predecessor 
Lowenherz) I don't need to win, either. But I don't want to make foolish mistakes each 
and every time. That's what I keep doing. There just must be something that I have 
trouble wrapping my brain around in this game. I think it would be a fine Game of the 










Month, helping me get over the hump with this one. (We could easily play Domaine 
twice and Lowenherz twice, too.) Maybe in December or January? 

Ryan built a big lead in the game and was never seriously challenged. Greg and Jason 
were new to the game, one that's a little harsh on beginners. I, on the other hand, have 
played Lowenherz a few times, Domaine once before. I should've been able to keep Ryan 
in check, at least a little bit. But no, that's where I made my big error in the game, sinking 
resource into a losing battle instead of gaining ground elsewhere on the board. When will 
I learn?! Oh well, despite that mistake I found myself understanding and liking the flow 
of the game a little better this time. I could see how the variable map setup calls for some 
slightly different strategies, game-to-game. 

Bonobo Beach 

This was the only sort-of Essen game we played. That's where I bought it, anyway, and 
also were I played it first (the other theming, Cronberg). As far as criss-crossing number 
tile-laying games, I still think this is lighter than expected, which is a good thing. I didn't 
find it quite as charming this time as last, but that's probably because I didn't get to enjoy 
a game where only I seemed to figure out what was going on. Jason won by about ten 
points (the same ten points I mistakenly gave him on the second turn, grr...), but the rest 
of us were pretty close. Greg and Ryan commented on how these scores were a lot closer 
than the last time they played. I think this game would work best as a 20-minute opener 
while waiting for others to arrive. 


IGAs 

Posted on 11/2/2003 1:02:16 PM 



At one time I thought I'd write an entry to this weblog explaining my picks for the 
International Gamers Awards. However, despite all the opportunities I have to play 
games (weekly plus some Games Days) there are several nominated games I haven't even 
tried. Perhaps a lot of gamers haven't tried Avalon or Magna Grecia yet, but I haven't 
even tried Amun-Re! Since it's not for lack of opportunity it must be a lack of interest, 
right? 

Sort of. It's not that I don't want to play those games, I just often prefer to play something 
I already know I like. I'm sure to play Amun-Re eventually. When I do, I might even 
think it's fantastic. Will I be able to find anyone that still wants to play often when I'm so 
late to the party? Last year this happened with Funkenschlag— by the time I played once 



most everyone had moved onto something. That says something about these flavor-of-the 
month games, and about our hobby in general. 

Being on an award committee would be a pain for me. I'd rather be free to play the games 
I like, and ignore many others. Just the same, my picks among the IGA nominees would 

be Streetsoccer and Settlers of the Stone Age. 


Back from Essen 

Posted on 10/27/2003 5:46:35 AM 



I'm back from my two weeks in Europe, including one day at Essen near the end. There's 
lots to say, of course, and I'm getting it all down in an article for The Games Journal. 
With just one day, I didn't figure to get much time to actually try any of the games. If 
you've been following the web-reporting of Rick Thomquist and Frank Schulte- 
Kulkmann, you probably know a lot more about the games than I do. 

I did get to try Attika, Cronberg, and Atta's Ants. As far as I'm concerned, the jury's 
still out on Attika. I have a suspicion is merely pleasant, which is certainly good enough 
for many people to enjoy it. Particularly if you don't already have a lot of older good 
games in your collection, this would be a good one. For those of us with more choices, 
however, I'm not sure there's anything must-have here. 

I suppose there's nothing must-have about Cronberg, either, but I liked enough to buy 
the beach-themed edition, called Bonobo Beach. That's what's shown in the picture. I'd 
read Mik Svellov's enthusiastic words about the game before I left for Essen, but wasn't 
especially impressed when I read the rules for the game (still available as a free 
download, print-your-own sort of thing). In play, however, it surprised me by not being 



susceptible to over-analysis. It was also much shorter than I expected, being no more than 
30 minutes. That was a winning combination for me, especially with a good price. 
(Basically, it isn't overpriced for what it is.) Plus, I really wanted to buy one more thing at 
Essen. :-) 

I wasn't as impressed as some others with Atta's Ants. It's a small publisher's title, and it 
might have been given some bonus credit for being a "hidden gem." I don't buy it, 
however (and didn't). It was small and inexpensive, but still I had no problem leaving it 
behind. 


Going to Essen! 

Posted on 10/10/2003 8:35:24 AM 



There haven't been any updates to this weblog for a while because I've been busy 
wrapping things up at work. That's what you have to do when you're leaving on two 
weeks' vacation! Yea! I'll be taking my first real trip out of the country (I don't think 
Tijuana, Mexico and Victoria, Canada hardly count, since each is about 10 minutes 
across the American border). My wife and I are going to Germany, the Czech Republic, 
and a little Austria to celebrate our 15th wedding anniversary. Kids are staying at home 
with grandma & grandpa. At the tail end of our trip we swing through Essen for one day 
at the big game fair, Spiel. More than seeing all the new games, I'm very excited to 
witness the event itself, and to finally meet some email friends in person. 

I'll have a camera, of course, and will want to write up my impressions about Essen. Greg 
Aleknevicus will publish them in the next issue of The Games Journal , if I can finish my 
article in time. 

P.S. No time for a proper session report now, but at the last meeting of the Santa Clarita 
Boardgamers we played Frank's Zoo (our new Game of the Month), 3M's old Mr. 
President, and Bang!. Mr. President was especially fun, played as a 4-player 
partnership game on California's wacky recall election night. 


Mark's September Games 

Posted on 10/3/2003 8:47:26 AM 






I had a pretty good month of games, thanks to SoCal Games Day, making a bunch 
of Santa Clarita Boardgamer sessions, and squeezing a little more gaming with Rich Heli 
and friends on a business trip. This will drop way down in the month of October, but for 
good reason—I'm going to be on vacation to Europe, including a one-day stop at Essen! 

Das Amulett 

I didn't think too much of the game when it first came out, and finally trying again did 
nothing to change that opinion. It would be better with English components (possible 
reprint candidate?), but not that much better. 

Bang! x2 

This is what I wish more Cheapass (and Steve Jackson, etc?) games were like—fun, light, 
sometimes comical, never taking itself too seriously, but still a game that can be played 
well, played to win. Plus it looks nice, is inexpensive, and doesn't overstay its welcome. 

Battleball 

When was the last time I played a game featured on a TV commercial? So far it's just a 
good-looking game I play with my son. I'd like to see more thoughtful, defensive play. 
That should moderate the extremes of die rolls. 

Carrom 

I made a mistake by not bringing this out at our last Games Day. It's too big to lug around 
to regular game nights, and it benefits from having lots of folks onhand. Need to move 
past trial games, or partial games, and into some real ones. 

Europa Tour 

I bought this with my wife in mind. It took a long time to finally try it, and we've yet to 
play a second time. It was a hit, though, and I'm anxious to try some more. 

Formel Fun x2 

The good reputation and simple but attractive components (except the cards) weren't 
quite enough to make me buy this one. Then Playme.de put it on sale, and I included it in 
an order. *sigh* It's nothing but fluff. That's not bad until I say it's overlong fluff. 

FD Mini 

I'd hoped I'd like this simplified, shorter, and cheaper version of Formula De (a popular 
game I just can't completely enjoy). So far, I think I do. Fans of the game are homing in 
on the needed tweaks to the large overshoot & pitting rules. 

Frank's Zoo 

First time in a long while for this lunch hour staple (back when I was playing some lunch 
games). Still great fun, even with the slightly unsatisfying partnership rules. Might be 
October's GotM. 


Giganten 

On the one hand, I had a fine time finally playing this one. On the other, the more I think 



about it the less game there seems to be. Jonathan Degann's archived comments on BGG 
sum it up well, and dovetail nicely with his article about story arc in The Games Journal. 
Nonetheless, the game is both fun & attractive, so I don't worry much about its strategic 
merits. I want one. 

I'm The Boss! 

Even though the copy of KK&K I recently paid dearly for is now worth a lot less, I'm 
very pleased the game has been reprinted. A quality production, too. 

Marracash 

A great-looking game, one I really want to like. It just doesn't quite click with me, 
however, and it's on my trade pile. 

Meander 

Don't really know about this one yet—haven't played it enough. It's at least a fun toy & 
conversation piece. Might be a good game, too. 

Merchants of Empire 

Rick Heli introduced me to this downloadable (?) game, a pick-up-and-deliver game with 
multidimensional victory requirements. It's worth exploring as-is, and might be quite 
good with some development (& a good set of components). 

Pitstop 

I might be only one of a handful that prefer this to Formula De. I think my preference 
comes from the die roll distribution and drafting rules. 

Rome (Imperium) 

Got to play this one right after reading the favorable review in Counter. I don't know why 
I had cold feet about this one—I guess maybe GMT's missteps in the past gave me undue 
skepticism. (Any anyway, I appear to be the only one that feels GMT's earlier Knizia 
games are anything less than wonderful. I really don't care for Ivanhoe or Formula Motor 
Racing. Battle Fine is okay.) I've seen the light, this is a great set. Gotta get one. 

Seafarers of Catan 

First time in a loooong time to play this. Though it had some issues (why struggle to 12 
points instead of 10? I wish we could get that half-hour back), I remember why I like this 
one. Now I've ordered Das Buch from Adam Spielt's discount list, and I want to get the 
German editions of Settlers and Seafarers for matching components. 

Space Walk x3 

Somehow I'd missed or discounted this one when it first came out. Then I found out it's 
one of those clever play-it-IN-the-box sort of games, like Malwurf Company, and I had to 
have one. Then I started having trouble finding it anywhere online and I REAFFY had to 
have one. :-) Fuckily a local gamer friend was happy to unload his. As I'd hoped, this has 
already gone over well with the kids. 



Streetsoccer xlO? 

Lots of plays, all via the web on littlegolem.net. One of my opponents was the game's 
designer! Sports games that have German-style mechanics while retaining good feel for 
their subject are a favorite of mine. This one does it. I'm so glad to see publisher Cwali 
try a regular, rectangular box, too! 

Trivial Pursuit 

At a family friend's surprise birthday party, it was suggested that we play some games. 
Wonderful! I'm pleased as punch to play party games—I don't have to spring Entdecker 
on these couples—but this one sucked. I even like Trivial Pursuit, but people thought it 
was too hard, and quickly lost interest. You know what? It IS too hard. Not as a quiz 
game, but as a social mixer. I wish I'd brought Apples to Apples and show them 
something lighter. Or maybe Squint (but that's pretty hard, too.) 

Yinci x3 

Our game of the month, and I managed three plays in September. That's an 
accomplishment! Still wonderful, and I was pleased to finally try the solitaire rules. Now 
that I've done that, however, I don't need to again. 

Wildlife 

I still like this quite a bit, and am going to try writing up a review. This particular play 
was with 3, and that's not the game's best setting, however. Very glad to hear about the 
English language edition. 

Wooly Bully 

Ugh. I tried again to see if I traded away my earlier French edition too soon. Nope, I was 
right the first time. The game is wonderfully cute, but has problems in play with a harsh 
scoring system (out of step with the family-friendly feel of this one), and analysis- 
paralysis tendencies caused by having all of those double-sided tiles inhand. 


P.S. As reader Iain pointed out, Blogger isn't as an attractive of an option for relocating 
this weblog as I first thought. Though many of the Blogger Pro features are now folded 
into the free version, publish-by-email isn't one of them. And they STILL aren't selling 
more Blogger Pro accounts. On a more positive note, I didn't realize that Movable Type 
was so inexpensive. I think it's plenty powerful for me, too—the issue will be if I can 
figure it out. Any tips? 


Santa Clarita Boardgamers SR 

Posted on 10/2/2003 8:36:53 AM 



A smaller turnout last night, but we had a good time. Four players, four games, four 
hours. Wow! 


Who was there: Jason, Mark, Mike, Greg W 

What we played: Palmyra, Amazing Labyrinth, Entdecker, Queen's Necklace 


PALMYRA (Jason, Mark, Mike, Greg W) 

One of Knizia's lesser-known games, by a lesser-known publisher (Italy's eg Spiele). It's 
kind of dry and mathematical, but that describes lots of Knizia games that get more buzz. 
I've always liked the supply & demand system in this game, which is intuitively 
represented by commodity markers that literally go up & down the price scale 
themselves. When you buy commodities, you just take the wooden amphora markers off 
the board, exposing the rising price spaces on the board. Sell them back, and the price 
"automatically" adjusts as you cover up the higher prices again. Slick. 

This was an unusual game in my experience, as almost all the market-adjusting cards 
played during all three rounds were good cards. 

Prices going up, contracts being awarded. There were some taxation cards, but they're not 
real painful-mostly they're a way to play two cards in a round, especially to close out a 
round early. 

So the smart thing would've been to invest as much as you could. A bull market, in other 
words. Since everything was going up, the only trouble was deciding which commodity 
to sell to finance purchases of another. As long as you were in, though, you were in good 
shape. I, on the other hand, decided to make hay while the sun was shining, and sold off 
my wares at about the 2/3 point in the game. Sort of like doing the same with your stocks 
in 1999, thinking it couldn't go higher. Oops. 


AMAZING LABYRINTH (Jason, Mark, Mike, Greg W) 

This sliding maze game looks cool, and recently I'd heard that "Amazing" is better than 
the more advanced "Master" version of the game. One of those situations were more isn't 
better—it's too much. Greg had this version, and I was eager to finally try it. 

Oof. 

I don't mean that it was bad—just the opposite, I think it's a fine game! I was just surprised 
at my lack of ability to visualize the shifting map. 

Either Mike had the same problem, or he was just screwed by bad luck. The fact that 
we're both spacecraft engineers (rocket scientists?) shouldn't alarm anyone about our 
spatial skills... Jason jumped out to a strong lead, but Greg was right behind him, able to 
overtake at the midpoint to win the game. Mike and I also played. [] 




ENTDECKER (Jason, Mark, Mike, Greg W) 


It turns out Mike had been shying away from this one ever since playing the New version 
last year. It was one of the first German-style games he played, and it failed to impress 
(mostly, it took too long). I don't think he realized that the game I'm such a fan of is 
somewhat different. They're both still clearly from the same family, but the differences in 
"old" Entdecker make it play lighter, quicker, and shorter. If nothing else, the board has 
25% fewer spaces, or something like that. 

I'm pleased that everyone seemed to have a good time with it. Jason suggested this might 
make a good Game of the Month sometime—music to my ears. I'd really like that for 
more than the obvious reason, that this is my favorite game. I'd love to try the various 
versions of Entdecker. You see, there's more than just the old and new versions. There 
are also variations on the older game. The original Entdecker is surprisingly light, with no 
board edge costs, a spinner for gold that everyone gets every round, and—most 
significantly—no purchase of face-up tiles. Ever. Maybe you can see why this version 
didn't go over well with the early game reviewers, Mike Siggins and Peter Sarrett. 

However, it took gamers about 30 seconds to come up with a more strategic variant. That 
one, often called the "Manu variant" after Manu Soeding, who dreamed it up and sent it 
to The Game Cabinet website (the BGG of the 90's). 

That introduced some face-up tile options and a rotating start player. When designer 
Teuber reworked Entdecker into New Entdecker, he also used face-up tiles (a little 
differently), the gold die, and board-edge costs. I l ik ed all of those and worked them into 
the variant I usually play. New Entdecker goes considerably farther, completely redoing 
the discovery bonus system and use of scouts. 

So there are four versions we could try as Game of the Month: original, Manu variant, 
Mark's original/new hybrid, and the New version. I certainly like the idea. But wait until 
November, when I can make most of the game sessions. October is for Frank's Zoo 
anyway. 


QUEEN'S NECKLACE (Jason, Mark, Greg W) 

Mike took off at that point, and the three of us remaining looked for something short to 
wrap up the night. Queen's Necklace fit the bill, except that we had a few rough spots 
with the rules. Mostly, we couldn't figure out how to handle the Queen's Necklace card 
(and jewelry). It seems that the card is played only during a jewel sale (scoring round), 
and the rules clearly state all cards played are discovered after that. A trio of Musketeer 
cards can steal the necklace, but not during a jewel sale. Clearly, we're missing something 
here. I don't think it affected the outcome too much, though. Once we got the hang of it 
the game moved very quickly, and I think it could make a good filler game. The 
components and artwork are really great. 



Santa Clarita Boardgamers SR 

Posted on 9/29/2003 2:59:17PM 



I've sort of been on a roll both attending my local game group and writing up little 
session reports. Figured I might as well post them to this weblog, too. 

Now, I have a distinct opinion about session reports. That is, they're for your local group- 
-any interest they generate in remote readers is great, but not necessary. That's the way I 
wrote session reports when I started them seven years ago, and that's the way I still do. 
Over that period of time, I've seen other people write SRs as if the main audience is the 
spielfrieks mailing list. Nothing wrong with that, but it's not my style. I write SRs for my 
own fun, and to keep interest high in the local game group. 

That means the ones I post here on BGTG (and upload to Boardgamegeek) might read a 
little funny to the non-local reader. You don't know the people I'm talking about, I don't 
bother to explain the rules, and so on. Still, it's not much trouble for me to post them here, 
so why not? 

Santa Clarita Boardgamers 

Session Report 9/23/03 

Who was there: me, Greg P, Ryan, Jason, Mike, and Aaron 

What we played: Meander, I'm the Boss, Way Out West, Vinci, and Frank's Zoo 

MEANDER 

This was played several times, actually, but I didn't keep track. The expensive & cool 








marble-maze game that underwhelmed Greg when he shelled out the bucks for it. See, 
you've got to get over that. Even though the pieces aren't made from stone the way you 
thought, they're still heavy & of high quality. More important, the game is actually good. 

I still need to email Frank Branham to get a read on how his group plays the game—the 
only other ones I know about—but we can't be far off. Keep bringing it, and I'll keep 
playing it. 

I'M TH E BOSS (me, Greg P, Ryan, *Jason*, Mike, and Aaron) 

Speaking of Greg's purchases, this English remake of Kohle, Kie$ and Knete had just 
arrived that afternoon. (The copy to replace the one munched in a previous shipment.) 
They new edition looks good. I like the Sackson signature on the box, the real Sackson 
family members incorporated into the artwork, money-cards and the English components. 
There's not much German in the original, just enough to slow down what what needs to 
be a fast & loose negotiating game. They didn't make the permanent investor cards 
distinctive enough from the other family members, though this could be fixed by coloring 
the white borders of the cards and/or rigging standups for them. 

The square board is the only thing I find a step in the wrong direction. Maybe it was just 
me, sitting at the end of the table, but I had trouble eyeballing who was involved in the 
deals on each movement space. I don't remember having that difficulty in my old game. 
(Still, I want to sell off my game wherever it still has the most value—Germany?—and 
later get a copy of this English edition for myself.) 

Our game was a little weird, with Jason and I throwing big money at each other to the 
consternation of others. I guess no one had enough I'm The Boss or Stop cards to thwart 
us, though. Not only that, but Jason stole Aaron's permanent investor early in the game, 
and never lost it. The game ended almost as early as it could (on the #2 deal in the final 
stack), and Jason edged me out, $42k to $41k. 

WAY OUT WEST (Greg P, Ryan, Jason, *Mike*, and Aaron) 

Ryan's been asking about this one off & on for a while, and I was eager to see my copy 
finally played. I'd played Fen Yan's copy twice before, but that was years ago. Last year I 
traded for my own. The game has a lukewarm reputation (more of a hot or cold, really), 
so it's not too hard to get. A little overpriced when it first came out—better now. 

I'm well known for my occasional struggles with, ah, "rules completeness." Combine that 
with this game's multitude of little, fiddly rules and you've got a recipe for disaster. 
Luckily, nothing really bad happened, but throughout the game folks kept getting 
surprised by rules I'd blitzed over. At least the reference cards help. They're not great, but 
at least they're something. Imagine playing the game when it first came out, as we did, 
with none at all. Ugly. Scott's got his own refcards that I'm dying to see. They should 
help even more. 

I was worried how Ryan would like the game, since it has that uncomfortable mix of 
heady strategy (bidding for turn order, blocking out other players, etc.) with dice. Sure 
enough, Ryan's legendary relationship with Lady Luck showed itself when his band of 



attackers, outnumbering his opponent 3-2, was gunned down without scoring a hit. Those 
sort of events, especially near the 

end of the game, can be swingers. In fact, I think this one was, at least for 2nd/3rd place. 
Even so, I really like the game. It's just got so much cool western stuff, and it all makes 
pretty good sense. 

The only thing you're missing is Winton singing, "Oh, the farmer and the cowman should 
be friends..." 

VINCI (*me*, Mindless Drone #1, Mindless Drone #2, Mindless Drone #3) 

Never can my devotion to Game of the Month be doubted—I played solitaire Vinci while 
the Way Out West game was played by everyone else on the other table. No, it was okay. 
I have been curious about the solitaire rules for this game for a while. There was even a 
general question about solitaire games on spielfrieks today, and I could reply with 
authority. Playing against three "dummy players," there are simple rules for their 
expansion, decline, and civ-picking strategies. At least I won. (It was close—the dummy 
player with Currency went unchecked for 3/4 of the game.) 


FRANK'S ZOO (me, *Greg*, Jason, Ryan) 

We talked about wanting to play a card game again. After Aaron and Mike called it a 
night, that left four. Many good choices, and we almost played Auf Falscher Fahrte, but 
opted for this funky, animal-themed twist on the rolling trick/Dalmuti sort of game. (We 
should play Dalmuti sometime, too—the "triangular" card distribution is fun.) I still think 
the stock partnership rules for FZ are a little problemmatic in the endgame. The junior 
partner of the whoever's threatening to win the game can't advance their own position 
without helping their partner, too, accelerating the end of the game. It's impossible for 
them to win, in other words. (Mu doesn't have this problem.) Just the same, the game is 
cute, fun, and thoughtful. A real keeper. 


SoCal Games Day 14 

Posted on 9/22/2003 8:44:04 AM 




[That's me on the left.] 

Saturday's Games Day 14 was lots of fun, as always. I don't think the day was quite as 
hot as our GDI3 in July, but it was hot enough that I again was loving the air 
conditioning. (Actually, it got almost too cold toward the end of the night—anyone else 
feel the same?) I also managed to get in one game out on the patio, which was nice. It 
needed to be before lunch, before it got too hot. In the evening it was too dark to try 
again, and I didn't see any patio lights (which might've attracted bugs anyway). 

My own games were good. I played most of the ones I planned to, better than I usually do 
on my "dance card." :-) I guess there's still a bunch of games nominated for the 
International Gamer Awards that I haven't tried, but that's the way it goes. It's not like I 
have a vote or anything! 

WOOLY BULLY (me, ^Patrick*, Alan) 

I nabbed a copy of this game when it first came out, back when the only edition available 
was French and I had to order it from Quebec. It looks like a cuter version of 
Carcassonne, with little pastures full of sheep wearing different colored sweaters. Looks 
are deceiving, for although this *is* a connection/tile-placement game played with square 
tiles on an empty table, a few distinct rules make this a different experience that Care. 

The main one is the scoring—the winner is whoever has the single largest closed pasture 
containing their sheep. It's not a stepwise tally of all the smaller fields you may close 
during the game. The second is the ability to attack other players through tile placement. 
Actually this isn't so different from Carcassonne, and I like it in that game, but imagine 
Care where you only score is how you do on one large city, which your opponents will 
work hard to scuttle. 

The third significant difference is that the tiles are double-sided, giving you that many 
more options. The final change is that you have a hand of tiles, initially four but growing 




to six or more during the game, all with those double-sided tiles. I think the decision- 
space is too large, and the game can bog down as players have to sort through all of the 
combinations. However, I do like the wrinkle that whichever player opts to stop playing 
tiles first in the game gets a sizeably victory point bonus. It's a tough decision when to 
cash in for those points, leaving your opponents unopposed on the board for the 
remainder of the game. Just the same, I traded my copy of the game away shortly after I 
got it, and this playing didn't make me second-guess *that* decision. 

FORMEL FUN (me, *Dave*, Patrick) 

Which brings me to the next game I should trade away. :-) Dam it all, the game gets good 
praise from longtime gamers who should know quality. Perhaps they see something we 
don't, or perhaps they're just blinded by nostalgia for this game (a 1999 remake of the 
original Devil Takes the Hindmost, where the theme was velodrome cycle racing). Hmm, 
come to think of it these may be the same folks who insist that Der Ausreisser is a good 
game. Maybe that was true in 1992, but not a decade later, not when the art of boardgame 
design has been moving forward. (Some older games buck this trend—Acquire is a good 
example—but many *do* become dated.) 

Well, my third go at Formel Fun was the quickest thanks to having one fewer players. 
This was a 3-player game, after previous attempts with four and five. Shorter/quicker is 
better, but not enough. The game is so light, it wants to be a 20-minute game. Instead, it's 
a full hour with any more than three players. No good. I *do* like the accelerating player 
dropout mechanic that almost has the drama it's shooting for in the final race, but it just 
doesn't work right. Anyone want to make me a trade offer? ;-) 

ROME (IMPERIUM) (*me*, Dave, Jeff, Ryan) 

Ah, whew! Finally a good game. In fact, this was very good. I always thought I didn't like 
area-influence games, but I guess I only don't like the long ones. Most of them are too 
long for me to enjoy, but this one and Web of Power are winners. (Well, and San Marco— 
maybe it's time for me to rethink my opinion about area-influence games.) This is even 
quicker than Web of Power, though I'd say I still prefer that game a bit. If either of the 
other two games in the Rome collection are fun for me, then this set goes on my wishlist 
immediately. 

The most recent Counter magazine happens to have a review of this new 3-in-l game, 
and it highlited the few but worthwhile changes made to the games since their original 
publication in New Games In Old Rome. For Imperium, it's the addition of the Proconsul 
rules & bonus points, which are super-simple changes that only increase the game's 
interest. Even the production design is good (no sure thing for some American 
publishers!). At one point I needed to know the 2nd and 3rd-place scoring for a region, 
now covered up with our wooden markers. Turns out that scoring info is on the very card 
I had inhand with which to place my own influence marker there. Slick. 

(BTW, later in the evening Ryan and I looked for Rome in order to try the 2-player quick 
"wargame" Hannibal vs. Rome. Alas, the copy had already gone home. Next time!) 



SoCal Games Day 14 

Posted on 9/22/2003 8:42:56 AM 


GIGANTEN (me, Dave, Ryan, *Todd*) 

Wow, this one has been on my playlist for the past several Games Days, and only now 
did I get a chance to try it. We had to read the rules and learn at the same time—never my 
favorite way to learn a new game—but I'm glad we went to the trouble. Although the rule 
translation takes several pages and seems daunting, the game itself is very 
straightforward. Moreover, the English reference cards—while not as good as the German 
originals—were pretty good, and the rest of the game is language-independent. Very well 
produced, and of course the bits are wonderful. Sturdy plastic oil wells, locomotives, and 
old fashioned trucks. 

The gameplay chugged right along once we got down to it, though it's one of those games 
(like Ursuppe or Funkenschlag) that works best with someone pushing the game from 
phase-to-phase rapidly. Played that way, I agree with Ryan that it could be a 1-hour 
game, without having to rush anybody. Just keep it moving. 

We all had a good time, and young Todd took us to the cleaners. Afterward, we talked 
about how tricky it might be to reign in a game leader, especially without concerted effort 
by all opponents. That's not ideal, and there was some concern about the luck-of-the-draw 
in those license cards. At values of just 1 and 2, there can be a wider swing in total hand 
value than if the cards were, say, 2 and 3.1 think I'd like to try the game once more with 
the published rules, but the 2-3 modification might be a good one (and easy enough to do 
if you're brave about marking up cards). First I need to get the game, though! 

WILDLIFE (me, ^Jonathan*, Alan) 

I'm still enjoying this Kramer medium-heavy boardgame, one that I feel was overlooked 
mostly due to the limitations of its publisher (Clementoni) and some early rule 
misunderstandings. I've played it now several times, but this was my first attempt with 
three players. It worked okay, but had the weakness you might expect of a game like this 
with just three: there's only two of you to challenge the game leader, and if the other guy 
doesn't do it (or can't, depending on board position), then either you do it or no one does. 
There are times when hitting the leader doesn't mesh very well with advancing your own 
position. 

On the other hand, fewer players does make the game go quicker. Like many others, I'm 
not looking forward to trying another game of Wildlife with the full complement of six 
players. Yet another game where the best number to play is probably four. I had Man as 
my creature, and zipped out to a pretty big lead after the first big scoring round. I was still 
leading after the second, but noticed that both players—especially Jonathan's Snakes—had 
gained a lot of ground. Sure enough, the game ended on one of Jonathan's plays, and he 
surged past me to win. (Alan was playing the Crocodiles.) 



FORMULA DE MINI (me, Ryan, Eddie, *Comete*, Alex) 

Ah, good, I've been wanting to try this. I brought Pitstop, which I noted Wayne & others 
played, and it's a game I've had trouble bringing to the table. It's got its flaws, but I find it 
preferrable to Formula De, while just about everyone else has the opposite opinion. I was 
hoping that FD Mini might enable us to meet somewhere in the middle: a game with FD's 
curves & lanes system, but stripped of some detail (and track length) to play quicker. I'll 
need to play some more (and I may still actually prefer Pitstop), but so far it looks good. 
I'm not against Formula De, I just don't enjoy it as much as everyone else. FD Mini, 
though, is one I can have more fun with. 

Yeah, it needs a tweak to the pitting rules, and maybe something about massive 
overshoots, but those are quibbles, easily fixed. (In fact, there's been some good 
suggestions online about how to tighten up this part of the game.) The small box and 
small price tag are very welcome, too. Who knows? Maybe I'll even buy a copy someday. 
I'd like to see a few more tracks, though I guess you can play the simpler game's ruleset 
on the original game's expansion tracks. (I know how to handle multi-stop curves.) 


Deutscher Spiel Pries 

Posted on 9/19/2003 1:07:27 PM 



With Essen approaching, the DSP awards were just announced. So were Austria's game 
awards, and the International Gamers Awards are announced at Essen. (I should be 
there!) Eater I'll weigh in with my opinions on the IGA-nominated games, the winner I'd 
choose, and the one I think the committee will choose. 

Unlike the IGAs and the Spiel des Jahres, we all get to vote for the DSPs. I don't believe 
it was always that way. Or at least you had to be a subscriber to a German magazine to 
have a ballot. Lately they've not only opened it up to the public, but even non-Germans, 
even over the Internet! I suppose that waters down the award a little bit, but not so much. 
You've got to be pretty heavily into the hobby to submit your votes through a postcard or 
website, neither of which is in English. 

The winners for 2003 were Amun-Re, followed by Alhambra, Clans, Paris Paris, 
Domaine, FFF, Mare Nostrum, New England, Coloretto, and Edel, Stein & Reich. 

The only one of my picks that made it into this top ten was Coloretto, way down at #9. 


My own picks were 



1. Wildlife — I'd been anticipating a thematically rich game. That wasn't quite right—this 
is more of a gamer's game, synthesizing tile-placement and area-majority game systems. 
It's also got some clever card auctions that provide more interactive turns. This game has 
been overlooked, hampered by some early translation/published rule errors and a third- 
tier publisher. Hopefully the new English edition will win the game some more fans. 

2. Settlers of the Stone Age — I've always enjoyed Settlers, but have been a little cool 
on the expansions (even Seafarers, though I like the exploration theme). I expected the 
same for SotSA. Instead, I found a game a great tweak of the basic Settlers economic 
"engine" with a map of the real world, giving something much more thematic than the 
parent game while maintaining a reasonable playing time. 

3. Coloretto - Card games reportedly don't have a chance of winning the Spiel de lahre 
for economic reasons. Otherwise Bohnanza would've won in its year, we hope! For the 
best card games, it's best to look at Fairplay magazine's "A Fa Carte" voting. Coloretto is 
the best card game last year, maybe the last two years. 

4. Streetsoccer — Thanks to the play-by-web implementation of this game at Fittle 
Golem , I've been playing this game like crazy. I'd placed my vote for it even before then. 
Most important, I'm understanding that the game doesn't need a tweak to the randomness 
of the die roll. Play defense, set up a position! 

5. Bang — Another card game, and a particularly chaotic one at that. It invokes such 
wonderful roleplay, however, and plays so briskly that I can easily forgive any wrinkles. 
We needed to stick with it a while to play it at proper speed, admittedly. 

P.S. I'm probably going to migrate this weblog again. Shortly after I converted it to its 
current location at TextAmerica, the folks at Blogger (now part of Google) decided to 
make their Blogger Pro product free! Although it doesn't yet support attached images, it 
does work with email and—best of all—allows me to keep the weblog on my own website. 
That way I get to keep possession of my own writings. Yea! It'll be a while until I 
actually manage to make the change, though—right now I'm busy with SoCal Games Day 
14 tomorrow, and another tag-team review with Kevin Whitmore for The Games Journal. 


SCB session report 

Posted on 9/16/2003 12:16:54 PM 






Sorry it's been a little while since I posted anything here. I've got things to say—DSP 
awards, Essen coming up, and more. Just got busy. Maybe I'll start cross-posting my 
group's session reports here. Without bothering to rewrite it, some of the description may 
not be clear (references to other players' personalities, mostly). Still, hopefully it's of 
some interest. 

CARROM 

This is crokinole-billiards, more or less. You're flicking disks into each other, attempting 
skillful shots that cross the entire board. But you're using a single, special "striker" over 
and over to move your colored disks into corner pockets. There's no "out of bounds" area, 
and in fact richoceting off the square board edges is a technique (one we could stand to 
improve). I think the pricier boards have better bounce off of those side rails, but none of 
them will spring back as much as the sides of a real pool table. I played against Ryan, 
using rules I downloaded from a group in Ireland. What they call the "advanced" rules are 
just a competition to clear the board, with the rule about covering the queen (a special 
disk that won't stay pocketed unless the immediate succeeding shot also pockets a disk. 

You have to compare this to Crokinole, the flicking game we're more familiar with. The 
games may have similar rewards for skill, but Crokinole is more fun. Even a newbie can 
have a good time smacking the other croke disks around, marvel at the physics of an 
interior post shot (intentional or not), even sink a 20. In Carrom you may get frustrated 
when trying to pocket a piece from across the table, especially your last few disks. 

It's still a fine game, though. As Dave Arnott says, its classic for a reason. Just a little 
more challenging, with more of a learing curve. I'm glad to own both, and would like to 
play Carrom next with the scoring rules, partnerships, or both. 

By the way, Ryan commented a couple times about needing to get used to this square 
board. I'm not sure what he meant by that, compared to the round board of Crokinole. 

FORMEL FUN 

Okay, I owe you guys one. We started this as a 3-player filler, waiting for Greg P. to 
show up. He arrived before we started, though, and I asked that we try it with all of us (no 
longer a filler). It was no more than okay. The biggest problem is that it plays like a light 
filler, but requires just over an hour to play. That's not right. Simply cutting everyone 
back from 3 to 2 starting cars (even when playing with fewer people) is what I'd like to 
try next. If the game took 30 minutes (no more), it would be a fun diversion now and 
then. The most fun part are the last few races, so you need to get there as soon as 
possible. 

Luckily, Dave Arnott is eager to try this again at Games Day, even though he was one of 
the most disappointed with it at the Left Coasters. We'll grab at least one more 
unsuspecting gamer to try it with us, unless I can coerce one of you into trying again. 



(What's most disappointing about this last outing is that it makes Formula Motor Racing 
look good by comparison—and I'm no fan of FMR.) 

VINCI 

Game of the Month. Although I presented myself as the authority on Game of the Month 
recently in The Games Journal, I really haven't managed to participate in many of the 
games at SCB. Which sucks. Lucky for me, I got in on Vinci, one of my favorite games. 
(Unlucky for Ryan, who was hoping to have enough of a turnout to permit two tables, 
one with an alternative to GotM.) 

I've always thought that Vinci is a game of generally obvious tactics (which attacks to 
make each turn), combined with subtle strategy (which civ combos to take, when to go 
into decline, etc.). Then there's the whole other layer of strategy about real & perceived 
leaders, taking down another player vs. maximizing your own points, and getting 
someone else to do your dirty work. This is my least fav 


Mark's games of August 

Posted on 9/4/2003 11:40:18 AM 



Here's what I played last month. After ki nd of a down July, my game playing rebounded 
in August despite missing a couple Santa Clarita Boardgamer sessions. Our Game of the 
Month was Formula De (and FD Mini), but I only managed one game of that on the 
final session. On the plus side, I got in a real wargame session, and have started playing 
on Brettspielwelt again. 

Formula De — Okay, I gave it another chance (it was our Game of the Month) . This time 
was notably better, but there's still a little something that disappoints me about the game. 
I'll still have to think about that. We played time trials for initial position, which I hadn't 
done before, and that was great fun. Still need to try FD Mini. 

Web of Power x3 — All on BSW. Two were an embarassment, and one reaffirmed how 
this game struggles with five players (too many). Then I played once more, a 3-player 
that showed how great this little game can be. More game-per-minute than any other 
area-majority game, which makes it the best in my book. 

Lost Cities — Been a while since I'd played this against a live opponent, and BSW's loma 
took me down. 





Emerald x3 — All on BSW, which may be the only way I'd like to play this game. Two 
games were with German folks who play fast. No, I mean it—they play FAST. It was a 
speed game, over in 10 minutes or something. Fun stuff. < 

Top Race x4 — I've played Detroit-Cleveland Grand Prix many times, and someday I'll 
play my copy of Daytona 500. BSW offered me the chance to play this earlier version of 
Kramer's game system. I really enjoyed it, like DCGP with betting on the outcome. BSW 
offers several different tracks, too. 

Starship Troopers x3 — A filler wargame to finish out a wargame session. Too bad 
many of the scenarios are mindless, because the game itself is better than that. Guess you 
need to design your own. 

Can't Stop — The implementation on BSW was better than I'd remembered. So it was 
okay. Still a lot better in person, though. 

Tally Ho - Oof. I still really enjoy this, but had one of those lopsided games where bad 
luck saw all my hunters facing the wrong direction. It happens. 

Queen's Gambit — A wonderful 4-person partnership game, the first time I've played the 
game that way. Super. 

Crokinole — A 2-player game on Jonathan Degann's "Eagle" board. I enjoy this game on 
any board! 

Africa — I feel the luck in this game is overstated by people who don't understand how to 
use nomad relocations & base camps to edge out a victory. However, once in a while 
someone lucks into turning over lots of double-diamonds/gold and needed trade goods. 

It's still a wonderfully charming game. As Knizia wrote on my board, "Enjoy the 
challenge . . . and life!" :-) 

Formel Fun — This is clearly fluff, but I think it's entertaining. I very much want to try 
again. 

Bongo — I donated my copy of the game to the SoCal Games Day prize table, and it was 
won by Mike Meckler of the Left Coast Gamers. When I joinred LCG for a session I had 
the chance to play the game I'd given away. :-) It's a good speed puzzle, I guess, but I 
don't really like speed puzzles. (I can handle the easier version of these, speed- 
recognition games.) 

Clans x2 — This one is growing on me. These two plays were on BSW, but I may need to 
trade for my own copy someday. 

Lightspeed — Great little game. I played with my kids while on vacation. I've got some 
hopes for the Hip Pocket line of games from Cheapass, and recently picked up Cube 
Farm. 



Apples to Apples Jr. — Another we played on vacation, this time my wife joined in. Just 
like the original game, it's great fun, with lots of laughs. 

Victory at Waterloo (solo) — A light wargame that is probably much too light for most 
wargamers, but suits me just fine. Eventually I plan to add some writeups about several 
worthwhile light wargames on my website . 


Writing projects 

Posted on 8/29/2003 9:46:01 AM 



Yesterday I banged out a quick article submission to The Games Journal , which may 
even appear in the next issue. It helped that I had some downtime (or at least boring 
time), but the truth is that it didn't take that long at all. If I could just get off the dime a 
little quicker, I could be writing more submissions. I'd like to, and I've got several ideas: 

• Wargames for Boardgamers — for boardgamers who are curious about wargames, 
maybe even want to try one, but only a good, short one. Rather than just a list of 
suggestions, I have some "Wargame 101" information to impart, hopefully 
making wargames less daunting. Could easily be a multi-part article. 

• Tag-Team Review of Hellas - I promised this to TGJ's editor loooong ago, but 
now I'm really going to do it. Again with Kevin Whitmore. 

• Other game reviews — I'd like to write some more reviews. Since The Games 
Journal would actually prefer discussions of older games, I'd also like to direct 
some reviews of newer games to Boulder Games' Game Notes . 

• Boardgame theming — Since I've got some strong opinions about game theme, 
and it's so important to me, I should be able to write something down about it. 

• Interviews — I'd like to try an interview or two, like Stephen Glenn has done. 

• Slow players — Another opinion piece I might be able to write. At least, at one 
time I thought so, and took a few notes. Now I'm not so sure. 

• Game developers — In between a game's designer and publisher is a game 
developer (not always, but pretty often). Like an editor for books, these are almost 
unknown to most of us, yet I have a suspicion that they may play a pretty big role 
in how good a game turns out. I don't have much in the way of leads or research 
on this yet, though. (I'd be happy to read someone else's article on this!) 

For the articles, as opposed to the reviews & interviews, I used to feel that I'm not 
qualified to write the article. In fact, that may be true, that I don't have more than just 






opinions to share. However, I realized that this is okay. In fact, opinions that could be 
refuted in the next issue's letter column make some of the best articles. They spark 
thought & discussion. With that thought in mind, I've got a little more confidence to go 
ahead and write them. (It also helps knowing that most publications relying on free 
submissions don't issue many rejections, either.) 

In other game news, I swung by a different Toys R Us, my local one, to see if they had 
Battle Ball and the Mission Command series. I'd just about convinced myself to buy 
MC:Sea if I saw it. (I even am considering MC:Air even though I own the original, 
Screaming Eagles. That's because the new game has slightly nicer components, but 
mostly because the box is more conveniently sized). However, they had BB. but nothing 
else. Same for the Wal-Mart next door. 


Email guy 

Posted on 8/25/2003 8:13:40 PM 



My buddy says I'm an email guy. That means that email isn't just some funky computer 
way of getting in touch with me, it's my main mode of communication during the day. 
(Well, not more than face-to-face discussions, but more than the phone.) My job lets me 
check emails during the day, I try to log in a couple times on the weekend, and my PDA 
lets me read and compose offline emails almost any time. In fact, I'm writing this while 
watching my kids at swimming practice. 

That's what makes this new weblog interface so great for me. If I can write emails, I can 
compose my weblog. Cool. 












It's made me wonder what other web publishing options there are via email. I've had at 
least one website active for about seven years, but it's always been a minor struggle. I like 
writing content—I don't like fiddling with HTML tags, ftp uploads, and so on. I'd gladly 
submit to a standardized webhost template if it allowed for web publishing via email. Is 
anything like that available, free or otherwise? Suggestions welcome. 

Regarding games, I saw Mission Command: Air, MC: Land, and Battle Ball at Toys R 
Us over the weekend. I've been in a buying mood for a couple weeks with no good 
options, and it was hard to not buy a couple of them on the spot. (At $20 apiece, they're a 
steal if they're any good.) Since I already own Screaming Eagles, I could resist MC: 

Air. When I asked my son which of the other two looked better, he immediately picked 
out Battle Ball. So we went with that. Haven't played yet, just read the rules and admired 
the packaging. 

That's right, the packaging. Greg Schloesser pointed it out: it's brilliant. Hasbro figured 
out how to prominently display the miniatures in a sort of blister-pack shell on the 
outside of the regular game box. After you buy it, you trash the blister pack and store 
everything inside the box like a regular game. Best of both worlds. Too bad they can't 
reissue Epic Duels with the same packaging. 


Victory at Waterloo, pt. 1 

Posted on 8/22/2003 8:06:04 AM 












Like I wrote below, last night we played wargames. In addition to Blue vs Gray, we 
played Victory at Waterloo. This is a light/introductory wargame, just about the only 
kind I like. I'd only played it solo once before. Now was my chance to teach two friends 
the game and watch them play. 

I really enjoyed it. Later I'll write up a more complete session report (what wargamers 
call an "After Action Report"), uploading to BGG . Glenn took the French, Mike the 
Coalition (British/Prussian). The game is so simple we played with all but one of the 
optional rules. Most notably, this meant Glenn had to be judicious with his best units, the 
Old Guard. 

The game starts with the historic battle lines already drawn. The onus is on the French to 
dislodge the somewhat weaker defending British from their good position on the hills, 
towns, and chateauxs. They must do this before the Prussian allies arrive (about halfway 
through the game). 

The game started with some success for the French, who made forward progress on both 
flanks. The Brits pushed back on their right, though. 


Victory at Waterloo, pt. 2 

Posted on 8/22/2003 8:00:54 AM 



In the middle of the game, pressure on both sides' right flanks caused the battlelines to 
reposition, almost rotating to a North-South orientation. It didn't last, though. 

The British fought back on their right flank, and turned that comer of the battle into a 
bloodbath. Both sides lost multiple units, but it was the French who were the worse off. 





Their army's morale was the closest to the breaking point. Guard units were mobilized 
from the reserve to plug that gap, and even push the British back. They retook some key 
terrain, which shook the British morale. 

However, the British gained the upper hand on the other flank. Both sides had been using 
their cavalry on that side of the battle. It was roughly equal until the advance units of the 
Prussian army, two small cavalry units, joined the fight. That closed off the retreat path 
for the French cavalry, and it was destroyed. 


Victory at Waterloo, pt. 3 

Posted on 8/22/2003 7:54:14 AM 



Now the French were in big trouble. Though they had restored order on their left flank, 
even retaken the chateaux Hougomont (I think), the right was crumbling before the 
advancing Prussians. Even a modest French victory required them to take possession of 
important crossroads and towns that were now firmly in Coalition hands. A couple turns 
later, it was all over when the French army was routed. 

So how was the game? Quite good, I think. Understand that my priorities are different 
from most wargamers—the fact that the entire game took perhaps 90 minutes including a 
quick rules explanation is a strong selling point for me. If a simple wargame gives me 
only half of the "historicity" of a more detailed one—but in one quarter of the time—then 







I'm all for it. Also, I think simple wargames, if done right, produce quite a bit more than 
half of a detailed game's lessons about the battle. Also, wargames that are this short can 
even find themselves being played on boardgame night. That's very significant, and could 
lead to lots more plays. I wish I had more of those. 


Wargame night 

Posted on 8/21/2003 4:49:04 PM 



I'm in a perpetual state of wanting to get in more wargames. I don't have the luxury of 
playing boardgames AND wargames on different weeknights, so it's an either/or decision 
for me. Nine times out of ten, I go with the boardgames. Every now and then I get a 
hankering to recreate some historic battle, though, often spurred on by something I've 
read, a History Channel show I've watched, or browsing Consimworld's message board. 
Once in a while I even get inspired by visiting a historic battlefield site. 

That's what happened last month. On a 36-hour trip from LA to Greenbelt, MD and back, 
I managed to squeeze in a walking tour of the Manassas battlefield. Got me all charged 
up to play a wargame. :-) 

Last night I had four buddies come over to play wargames. Yep, we've got an actual 
wargame group. (Usually it's hard enough to find a single wargame opponent.) Ryan and 
Len played Blue vs Gray , while Mike and Glenn played Victory at Waterloo. More on 
the latter tomorrow, but for now here's a picture of Ryan and the card game. 

And what a weird card game it is. I already knew that, having played once myself. Now 
that the "deluxe" edition is out, though, we wanted to try it again. It's one of those games 





(Rommel in the Desert is another one) that may be too clever for its own good. Or at 
least—too clever for my own good. Once a game gets so subtle and innovative that I stop 
being able to understand what's being simulated... once it gets over my head, my 
satisfaction with it drops off. Blue vs Gray may be a great game, but I'm not sure I'm 
mentally qualified to understand if that's true. I think if Siggins hadn't waxed poetic about 
the game years ago, almost none of us would've even given it a second thought. 


Classic Crokinole 

Posted on 8/19/2003 8:37:58 PM 



For my 2002 birthday my folks unearthed Dad's old combination board from the 1940s. 
Though it lost the crokinole pegs sometime during the previous half-century, it was 
otherwise in good shape (the corner nets, for example). Mom had given it a good polish, 
and I think it looks nice. Plus, it's cool to know this was the one my father played with. 

It was missing the disks (wooden rings, actually), so I watched ebay to find a replacement 
set from the 40s. In addition to the croke rings, I got the checkers, tenpins, and other 
accessories. 

So how does it play? Well ... I don't know how smooth the board was sixty years ago, 
but now it's none too smooth, with pronounced grain. Polish alone can't change that, and 
neither did some Mespi dust. I think it needs refinishing. 














That's if I intend to play it. In reality, I probably won't. Why mess with a family keepsake 
when I've already got an Heirloom board that I love? Though it would be great to play a 
few games with my father, now 70. 

Combo boards like this were around in the 1970s when I was a kid, too. In fact, they're 
still around. I remember being cooped up in a junior high classroom during PE class on 
rainy days. We played carrom then, with cue sticks and plastic rings. I don't remember 
the rules (which undoubtably weren't right), but we had a pretty good time. 

Recently I also remembered playing the game even a few years earlier. Growing up, a 
city park behind our house had sort of an outdoor rec room where a high school kid 
would make probably minimum wage to loan out footballs, basketballs, and so on to 
neighborhood kids to play with. They also set up a carrom board or two on picnic tables, 
the only thing in the shade. As I recall, we preferred the reverse side featuring a golf 
course. Shoot your ring into various holes or goals, keeping track of shots. 

No one ever played Crokinole. :-/ 


Welcome to NEW BGTG! 

Posted on 8/19/2003 11:30:07 AM 



Recently I've wanted to get back into the swing of weblogging, and I looked around for a 
better technical solution. I think I've found it here at TextAmerica. This place offers free 
weblogging, with both email and web interfaces, RSS feed, customization (allowing me 
to continue this as a PDA-readable AvantGo channel), and easy integration of digital 
photos. In fact, the place is mostly designed for people to share photos from camera- 
equipped cell phones, with optional text. I'm kind of turning their service inside-out, then, 




using it primarily for text weblogging. So far, though, it appears to be working just fine. 
My only concern is that this is too good to be true, and that it will stop being free 
sometime in the future. In that case, I may end up springing for Blogger Pro, which wou 
Id have the same functionality, plus the ability to store the weblog on my own webspace. 
(As it is, this weblog is on TA's site, so I don't really have a good archive of the content.) 

Hopefully the increased ease-of-use for this new BGTG will mean I'll update it more 
often. We'll see! 

The pic is from a game played last weekend, Queen's Gambit. This is a favorite of mine, 
and one of my son's, too. In fact, I've written about it before here on BGTG. This time, 
though, I got to play my first 4-player partnership game. My son and I fought as the bad 
guys versus my buddy Ryan Wheeler and his "cousin-in-law" Chad. All of us had played 
the game several times, but never the partnership. It was lots of fun, at least as much as 
the regular game. Each player controls only part of the multi-battlefield game, either the 
tank-n-troops battlefield or the man-to-man assault on the palace. However, players still 
draw cards from both decks of cards, and play them in a sequence. Discussions with your 
partner are allowed, but card-trading is not. 

This means that you may often lay down a card that your partner executes, in the interest 
of timing. (So much of Queen's Gambit is about building and keeping momentum.) The 
rules were sparse on this point, but it also appears the game has a curious player order: 
the Start Player marker is rotated clockwise around the table, but since both partners sit 
on the same side it routinely means both the good guys and bad get two turns in a row! 
That adds another layer of planning your timing. I've seen that kind of thing in other 
wargames (like Columbia's Victory), and it works well. 

Our game came down to the wire, as usually happens in this expertly designed game. In 
fact, it was almost l ik e the movie! Darth Maul took out Qui-Gon, but was later destroyed 
by Obi-Wan. The battle on the Gungan plains wasn't too bloody, but the shield was taken 
down pretty quick and then the tanks started carving their way through. In the palace, the 
destroyer droids and even lowly battle droids were very effective, killing the true queen 
and Captain Panaka, followed by the false queen and most of the troopers. 

Annakin was threatening to destroy the control ship, immobilizing all droids. In fact, he 
was one space away, and his side had a bunch of bonus cards (from destroying Darth 
Maul). However, those battle droids had managed to pick off just about all of the good 
guys. Obi-Wan and a few palace guards were all that was left. Obi-Wan charged through, 
but wasn't too effective. With a single card left, the remaining battle droids killed just 
enough palace guards to insure a victory. Yea! 


August 11, 2003 




I haven't done an update here in ages. Sorry about that. There are reasons, but they're 
boring, so I'll just skip ahead to some game news. 

For the past few months, folks on spielfrieks and other mailing lists have been posting 
month-end summaries of the games they've played recently. Sounds like as good a format 
as any for finally adding something to BGTG, so... 

Mark's July Games 

My game playing has slowed down lately. Mostly that's just due to a busy summer, but 
it's also true that I'm enjoying a period of less-than-manic attitude about the hobby. I still 
skim spielfrieks on the web, but I've stopped getting it delivered via email. It's surprising 
how much time that frees up. I'm not saying I won't change back sometime later, but for 
now I'm acting just a little bit more normal, practicing basketball with my son, riding 
bikes with my daughter, etc. 

I missed half of the weekly sessions of the Santa Clarita Boardgamers, too, which was 
disappointing. What's more, I missed the Game of the Month, Industrial Waste, entirely. 
Rats. The two bright spots for the month were SoCal Games Day 13 and a surprise 
business trip into the Washington DC area, where I got to tour the Manassas/Bull Run 
battlefield and rekindle my interest in wargames. 

M — I enjoy Coloretto and tile-laying games, so this one should've been an automatic 
favorite for me. As it turned out, though, I wasn't really won over by it. I just thought I'd 
rather be playing Coloretto. 

Mammoth Hunters — I didn't like this very much, either, but upon some reflection I'd 
like to try again. The game bogged down—a cardinal sin with me—but I don't see why one 
couldn't simple trim off one of the scoring rounds. You can probably shave 30 minutes 
off the game, that way. The light/dark card mechanic is very good, and I hope we see it in 
future games. 

Star Wars Epic Duels — Still lots of fun with my son. We tried the variant suggested by 
Peter Sarrett of drawing one card for free each turn, in addition to the two actions (which 
can be used to draw additional cards). I'm not sure that's completely balanced (characters 
like Mace Windu and Darth Maul may benefit more than others), but there's no question 
that it makes for a more fluid, exciting game. 

Octiles — I got this abstract thinking it might go over well with my kids, who enjoy 
mazes. Turns out it's not so much of a maze game as a connection game. In contrast to 



the photos you see of this game online, the game starts with all of the tiles face DOWN. 
That precludes some of the analysis-paralysis problems typical of abstract games. 
Anyway, I did get to play this with my son, and though I had to help him see most of the 
trickier routes, he enjoyed it. It's also nice that the game has an easily scalable length by 
varying the number of pawns used. I guess you could use that as a simple handicapping 
system, too. 

Battle Cry — As a wargame (which I agree it is), I'm becoming a little less enamored 
with BC. I've got no problem with its chaos—I like a measure of unpredictability or "un- 
analyzability" in my wargames. However, I like more room to maneuver, to see the battle 
unfolding on a broader scale. As a fun game with cool pieces, though, it's still great. 

Marrakesh — Just a partial game of the new children's title from Haba, with my 7yo 
daughter and a gamer friend (Ryan Wheeler). Once again, a kid's game that's getting 
good word of mouth has failed to impress any of us. Bummer. Looks nice, though. 

Edel, Stein & Reich — Good game, no question about it, but I still prefer the aesthetics 
of good ol' Basari. From reports, the new version from Out of the Box has some 
disappointing components, though the price is certainly good. 

Carrom — I enjoy Crokinole so much, I thought I'd try this cousin/ancestor game. It's 
got the flicking action of Croke, with the pockets, "cue ball" (striker), and strategy of 8- 
ball billiards. It ain't easy, that's for sure. 

Lords of Creation — I've wanted to try this for at least five years. I traded for my own 
copy in 2002, and finally got a chance to try it at SoCal Games Day 13. We tried it with 
Steffan O'Sullivan's considerable variant on the first try, an unusual move for me. It paid 
off, though, since the game was very enjoyable. I can't wait to try again, and just wish I 
had the time & energy to do a component-upgrade. 

Shrille Stille — The gizmo is cool, you've probably heard that. What you may not have 
heard is that the game itself is very enjoyable, too. If it's still one super sale at Adam 
Spielt, I may have to order one. 

San Marco — I don't really like area-majority games, and I haven't enjoyed hardly any of 
Alan Moon's boardgames (though I do like several of his card games). For some reason, 
though, San Marco has always been a big hit with me. Someday I need to try it with 
four, but for now I think it's ideal with three. 

Pitstop — Six months ago I got rid of this game, then wanted it again (see below!). Now I 
finally re-acquired it, which wasn't easy, and it bombed again with my group. I'm still not 
convinced it's as bad as everyone else says, but what's the point if no one wants to play it 
with me? Might be traded yet again! 



Korsar — If it were any longer the great level of chaos would be irritating, but as it is it 
works just fine. The game is also helped by the very attractive presentation in this latest 
edition. 

Touchdown-A-Minute Football — Okay, I was duped. A simple, dice-based game 
covering American football sounds good, but I should've been able to guess it wouldn't 
satisfy. Worth a shot, though, wasn't it? Wasn't it? 


March 25, 2003 



Seller's Remorse. Ever have that? It's the feeling you might get after selling something 
away . . . the feeling that you wished you still had that thing! I'm starting to experience 
this nowadays. I'm selling or trading away at least as many games as I've been buying. 

Most of the time I'm okay with that. Just recently I sold off Kontor. Though the game 
had a lukewarm reputation, I tended to enjoy it, picked up the little expansions, and 
always wanted to try some of the more advanced setups or the partnership variant. 
However, no one who played it with me was ever keen to explore the game further. So, 
when the opportunity came to sell, I said farewell to a game I still enjoy, wishing the next 
owner more success than I had with it. 

(Perhaps it's obvious—I would've still hung onto the game if I had more storage space.) 

That's not really a case of seller's remorse. I sold the game for a good reason, and I'm 
okay with that. A true case of seller's (or trader's) remorse comes about when I find 
myself planning to acquire again a game that I once owned. At the moment, there are two 
games that come to mind in this regard: Wildlife and Pitstop. 

You might be surprised to hear that I got rid of my copy of Wildlife. After all, I'm one of 
the few voices on spielfrieks that talks about this game. It's clearly a favorite of mine. So 
why don't I still own it? Well, I had a chance to make a good trade, and Wildlife needed 
to be part of the deal. I know two or three other gamers that own it, one of them in my 
local game group, so I have opportunities to play. Still, I like it enough that I think I need 
to own my own copy again. 

With Pitstop, it's another case of a trade opportunity I couldn't pass up. This time, 
though, the trade was even easier since the game didn't impress anyone in its two 
previous outings. However, I botched a key rule one of those times, and the rules 



ambiguities about drafting affected both games. With both of those problems resolved, 
and after doing some more reflection about the game, I decided I want to give it another 
chance. So does another local gamer. It helps that I've also read some commentary from 
other gamers I respect (such as Rick Heli, on his SpotlightOnGames.com website) that is 
favorable. 

One more that could make the list someday is Razzia. I've already owned and traded this 
game away twice, but after playing Hick Hack im Gackelwach recently, I'm thinking 
about the earlier game again. I agree with those that say Hick Hack's subtle rule changes 
are for the better, but the overall presentation (theme, graphics, components) of Razzia is 
superior, and I think it may be possible to graft the new rules onto the old game. 

P.S. Although this BGTG entry is talking about re-acquiring games, in general I'm still 
trying to reduce the size of my collection. This weekend I understood a new goal for that 
plan: to reduce the collection to the point that my wife notices the increased shelfspace, 
and believes me! :-) 


March 13, 2003 



As hoped, I managed to get in a lot of good boardgaming with the visiting Joe Huber last 
weekend. A couple I just knew I had to play with Joe: Africa and La Citta. Both are 
favorites of ours. 

The Africa game went as usual, fast & fun. No big strategic epiphanies, we all know the 
importance of relocating nomads (sometimes animals) as the game progresses, including 
building those opportunities for yourself. A fortuitous discovery of multiple trade goods 
sure helps, though. 

Next up was Samurai, a good game I have almost avoided in recent years. Why? 
Because I've played some games that really dragged. (Some games don't need to be 
played so ponderously, but are susceptible to it. This is certainly true of the 
Sam/E&T/DdW trilogy.) Also, although Knizia's strange scoring system makes more 
sense since I read his explanation (based on theme, no less) in an interview, it's still 
strange. 

I played anyway, and was glad I did. This playing moved along at a good clip, and the 
game is beautiful. Embarassingly, the game was mine to be won of the final turn, but I 



failed to see it. I guess this shows that if I had a little more "analysis paralysis" myself 
then I'd win more games. Oh well, I'd prefer to be speedy even if it costs me some wins. 
(Hmm ... I wonder what my opponents think—would they rather see me slow the game 
down on occasion if it upped the level of competition?) 

I then got a chance to play 3-player Ave Caesar, later getting in a triple-race series with a 
full boat of 6 players. Race games are always fun for me, and this one is a crowd-pleaser. 
Time to play Ausgebremst again (& buy Pitstop again-a case of trader's remorse!) 

After the race we played Hick Hack im Gackelwack. Most of the other players were 
familiar with (& fans of) Razzia, a game I've twice-owned, twice traded away. I do like 
the subtle rule changes in Hick Hack, but agree that Razzia's theme is a lot more fun. 
And as good as the newer game's artwork is, I always felt the original's complete graphic 
presentation is superior. 

Nodwick has been compared to the classic Pit. (So has Wheedle, but I haven't tried it 
yet.) Well, I'd much rather play Pit. Part of it comes from the extra bells & whistles in 
Nodwick's frenzied trading—I don't need 'em. The other part comes from the theme. I 
guess I understand why American game companies like Jolly Roger, Steve Jackson 
Games, and Fantasy Flight still use D&D inspired themes (dungeons, trolls, & wizards), 
but I don't have to like it. 

A real treat was the chance to play Wildlife again. I have to admit I may be revelling in 
the role of the contrarian, rooting for the underdog game. However, I honestly enjoy the 
game's mechanics, and I really appreciate the theme. (It's still not my ideal treatment of 
the rich theme, evolutionary biology, but it's the best we've got so far.) At the same time, 

I understand that it's not got a lot of fans, and in my experience the new players don't 
really "get" the game on the first try, and are hesitant to play a second time. I'm not sure 
why El Grande is so widely appreciated, while this game struggles with its reputation. 
They seem so similar to me. 

Oddly enough, I'm not a fan of El Grande, but my enjoyment of Wildlife makes me 
want to give the earlier game yet another chance. It may just be that I'm engaged by 
Wildlife's theme, while the one for El Grande disappoints—mostly in terms of a missed 
opportunity. I believe Wildlife may handle a range of players, 3-6, somewhat better than 

El Grande, too. 

In any case, our Wildlife game was a good one, in that the Crocodiles didn't win (some 
folks have said their startgin position is stronger than others', but I've never agreed with 
that), and my auction-overbidding strategy (discussed on spielfrieks some months ago) 
didn't strain the game. Just the opposite—it worked as it should, with my perpetually 
shortness of food causing my grief when the Famine event cards were played. But my 
double-Food genes meant that I had a victory point engine running that allowed me to 
pay some victory points for the auctions or the food shortage penalty. I won, but only by 
a single point versus the other experience player. 



Yet another game I knew I had to try (again) when Joe was in town was Res Publica. I'd 
played just once before, some years ago, and at the time no one seemed to understand the 
strategy. The result was a frustating experience, and no desire to play it again. Now I see 
more clearly that it's a combination of deduction and constrained trading, two mechanics 
I generally enjoy, and in a compact, attractive package to boot. What's not to like? Well, 
it's still got that dry quality that many of Knizia's "second-tier" games have (with a 
completely pasted-on theme), and a possible rich-get-richer problem. Once everyone 
understands how the game works, though, it's probably very easy to keep a leader in 
check, since multiplayer trading is the main mechanic of progress in the game. A leader 
can't do it on his own. I look forward to exploring this one a bit more. Might be an 
interesting pick for Game of the Month with our Santa Clarita Boardgamers... 

The evening wound down with a two-table game of FFF (I'll never get the exact 
spelling). This was my first try with the game. My impression is that it's a noble first- 
effort at an exciting new mechanic in boardgames—multi-table play. However, I 
understand why some folks have said the single-table game is actually a little better. 
There wasn't what I'd consider a "natural" reason within the game to switch tables. You 
simply had to do it because the victory condition demands it. I'd much rather see 
something such as a scarcity of some commodities at one table, combined with high 
prices for others, would induce players to "table-hop" as part of their economic strategy. 
As it is, I don't the game quite has that. I'm also a bit concerned that groups of players 
moving quicker at Table A will outperform slower players at Table B. The net effect is a 
pressure on everyone to play quickly, and I think that's mildly un-fun. 

That was it for the big day of gaming, though I forgot to mention that earlier in the day 
we played a couple games with my kids. Hmm, maybe that's a subject for another day. 


March 6, 2003 



Ooh, snazzy! I just got a new Palm for work, the Tungsten T with the best screen to-date 
on a Palm device. (As far as I know anyway . . . maybe this merely matches the Sony 
device.) I actually experimented with a loaner iPAQ sometime last year, but that unit's 
impressive screen (& sound!) wasn't enough to lure me away from the Palm. Part of that 
is just familiarity (I've used Eudora for over a decade—I like to stick with what works for 
me), and part of it is speed. 



Well, enough about that. This weblog is supposed to be about boardgaming, not computer 
devices. The only significance here is that I'm now re-motivated to include some color 
pictures. We'll see how that goes. 

Not much gaming to report yet. This weekend I'm going to a game party organized for 
my buddy Joe Huber (a BGTG reader! :-), who's in town for the weekend. When I got 
into this hobby, it was mostly facilitated by reading about exotic-sounding games on the 
net, and discussing them on r.g.b. Joe was one of the first guys I "met" online. We struck 
up an email exchange that's still going on, after six years. He's visited me a couple times, 
and I brought my family to his home once, even though we live in opposite corners of the 
US (me near LA, Joe near Boston). In the past couple years he's been trying his hand at 
designing some games, and I'm pleased that he's now got two of them in the pipeline to 
be published. 

So I should have more gaming to report soon enough. 

Last night I asked my 9yo son if he wanted to play one of "my games" with me, or else 
chess (which he's starting to learn). He said yes, and even that I should pick it! Only not 
chess. :-) When I suggested Hellas, he suggested Starship Catan. (These are the two 
games I showed him last night, hoping to spark a little interest. I guess it worked!) It's 
been a year or so since I last played SC, and had never read the rules. I was a little rusty, 
then, and welcomed the "Professor Easy" read-aloud rulebook. 

Well, pretty much. The game took a while to set up, and even with the play-as-you-read 
rules, it was getting off to a sluggish start, and I worried my son would lose interest. As 
soon as I could, I jettisoned the rulebook and we just played. It went pretty well. We 
didn't have enough time to finish before he went to bed, but he enjoyed it. As I expected 
he would, his favorite part was paying to upgrade his lasers, then take on every pirate he 
could find! :-) 


February 27, 2003 



Wow, it's been too long since I've written anything here. It's the same old story—got busy 
at work. That's not a terrible thing (easy for me to realize after I've been interviewing 
college students that are eagerly trying to find a job), but after a while I want to do 
something with this hobby of mine, even if it's just rambling. 



I finally did manage to collect my year-end stats and report for my boardgaming in 2002. 
In the end, I liked my format and presentation a little bit better than the year And I've yet 
to post it on my website. 

Speaking of the website, though, it managed to get mentioned in the latest issue of Games 
Magazine. I found out about this after the author had already submitted his article, but 
don't mind in the slightest. The reason I'm in there is for my Quick & Dirty Guide to 
BSW (brettspielwelt), the web page that helps English-speakers understand the interface 
to the German language online boardgaming portal. However, I was pleased to see that 
the url listed in the magazine doesn't go straight to that page, it goes to the parent page for 
all of my material about boardgaming. Including this here Boardgames To-Go, so 
perhaps I even picked up a new reader or two from that. 

This year has started with at least as much gaming as the previous year, even more for 
wargames, but the month of February slowed things down. A business trip meant I 
missed it entirely this week, and my attendance at the lunch-hour game sessions is 
becoming exceedingly rare. Still, I usually am gaming on Wednesday nights. This year I 
made a switch from the group I've been playing with for four years, the Left Coast 
Gamers, to my newer local group, the Santa Clarita Boardgamers. That's not an exclusive 
switch—I plan to still drop in on the LCGers once in a while—but this lets me help build 
up my own local group. Plus, I was missing out on many of their sessions, and wanted to 
be more plugged in with them. 

A couple LCG traditions have come over with me to SCB, namely Games of the Year, 
and Game of the Month. Despite the similar sounding names, they're two different sort of 
things. GotY (not its official name—it doesn't have one yet!) is where we look back on the 
list of games we played last year, and pick our favorites. I split the list into new games 
and old (or "classic") games, but since it sometimes takes a while for new titles to make it 
onto our table (especially those late-year Essen releases), I don't just use the last year of 
publication as the cutoff for new versus old. For SCB, where we have some players who 
are truly newcomers to the hobby, I put that cutoff three years in the past. So, the "New¬ 
ish" games are all those that we played last year that were published in 2000, 2001, or 
2002. Classic games are everything else. 

A fun little side benefit of this method is that you see, for example, Puerto Rico have to 
"compete" for votes with Princes of Florence. So it dilutes the "flavor of the month" 
sweeping the awards. Awards? Okay, I don't mean to go overboard-this is just a 
collection of our own votes, after all. :-) 

Among the New-ish games, the clear winner was Princes of Florence after all, with 31 
voting points. (With nine people each giving 5 points for the first-place game, 4 points 
for second, etc., that's an impressive 31 of a possible 45 points.) San Marco came next, 
with a strong showing in second place with 20 points. Then came Africa with 12, Puerto 
Rico with 10, and a tie between Royal Turf & Wyatt Earp with 8 points each. 



For the Older ("Classic") games, the points were more evenly spread. Still, Tigris & 
Euphrates topped our charts with 21 voting points, followed by a clustering of Medici 
(17), Entdecker (15), and Union Pacific (14). Rounding out our voting was another 5th 
place tie, at 11 points each for Can't Stop & Crokinole. 


January 14, 2003 



Recently I managed to bring my boardgame statistics up-to-date. I've posted my lists to 
r.g.b. (and spielfrieks) since '96, plus I've put up web pages with that archived info 
elsewhere on my website. However, I'd never collected that info into any multi-year 
format. There were a couple inspirations for this. First, my buddy Joe Huber keeps pretty 
extensive records, and last year he shared his spreadsheet database with me. Second, I 
saw Chris Dickson's somewhat similar spreadsheet posted on the web. Heck, since I had 
text message summaries of my previous years' data, I could do the same, right? Right. It 
took a while to enter the data, but I'm glad I did so. Besides the fun of sifting through it 
all, looking for trends & outliers (well I think that's fun!), the exercise helped me identify 
some omissions. Luckily, old emails were pretty helpful when it came to correcting those 
errors. 

.. . . Which led to another fun diversion—strolling down memory lane with those old 
emails. Sometimes I wish I kept all of my old emails, but that's not practical. So many of 
them are just your average mailing list material of little permanent value. Besides, most 
mailing lists have searchable archives these days. Then there's all that spam. Ugh. 

Instead, I've taken to saving the messages from some friends whose opinions I value, as 
well as my own outgoing messages. 

At any rate, now I've got my database, which I'm calling 90% accurate (maybe 95%). 
That's enough to work with. 

I've also figured out a bit more of what I want my year-end report to be. I liked my buddy 
Dave Amott's report, which had a short, punchy paragraph to offer for each game he's 
played many times (less or nothing about the games he's played no more than a few 
times), and a highlite of the favorites that went disappointingly unplayed last year. 

I also l ik ed Stven Carlberg's format. (We like similar games,too—someday I hope we 
meet.) Stven gave most of his games a simple yes/no/whatever answer to the presumed 
question, "Am I looking forward to playing this game again?" (I think his straight text 
format made this a little hard to read, but he's on the right track.) 



In actual gaming news ... I played a bunch of games last Saturday, when we held SoCal 
Games Day 10. Wow, our 10th one! You can read the full report when I update the 
event's web page, or a subset posted to spielfrieks. I got to play Crokinole, Trias, 
Settlers of Canaan, Entdecker, Meuterer, Tip-It, Medici, Bang!, and 
Carcassonne:Hunters & Gatherers. 


January 3, 2003 



Yep, sure enough, that previous one was my last entry. Now it's the new year. Which 
means that industrious, compulsive gamers are collecting and posting their games-played 
stats to spielfrieks and other forums. I will follow suit soon enough, along with some sort 
of "exeuctive summary" posted here on BGTG. 

The challenge , however, is to make it interesting for the reader. A few years ago, when 
family strategy games (a term I'm gravitating toward, rather than "German games") were 
less popular and less well-known, just about any message that included scraps of info 
about a great variety of game titles was valuable. You might find a reference to an 
obscure game someone rated highly, or at least played often. Even better, the message's 
author might even appear to have similar tastes to your own, based on his statistics. 

The situation is somewhat different nowadays. R.g.b. is overrun with talk about family 
strategy games, spielfrieks has over 1000 members and 30,000 messages, and the 
Boardgamegeek continues to become the central repository for boardgame-related 
content (or at least links). All it takes is for you to get one passing reference to an 
unknown game from a friend, random post, or old magazine review, and you can now go 
online and learn quite a bit about the game. I think that diminishes the usefulness of the 
year-end summaries I once loved to read. 

Actually, I still read every one of them, and I still learn a few things. However, I find it 
harder to imagine how everyone else will enjoy reading them, and I'd definitely like to 
make my own one of the more informative summaries out there. How to do that? 
Concentrating both on the likely audience and overall message, I think. 

The likely audience are can't-get-enough hobbyists like myself, as well as less 
experienced gamers. Considering that the first group is manic enough to read whatever I 
post, I'm going to try to write my summary for the latter group. But I don't want to try to 
turn it into an "Introduction to Family Strategy Games" message. There are enough of 
those out there already, including some really good ones. Which leads me to the message. 



The message will be twofold. First, I want to get the word out that there's a burgeoning 
game group in Santa Clarita, and my summary gives some insight as to the games we 
often play (it'll be posted or at least linked to our forthcoming website). Similarly, you 
can count on a plug for SoCal Games Day in my summary, even though we don't need 
more attendees so much as a larger room! Second, I want to spend some time looking at 
longer term trends. One of the advantages of taking notes on this hobby for six years 
should be my accumulation of data. However, it's the analysis and conclusions from that 
data that are what folks should be given, not the raw data itself. Hmm... 

Well, that's what I'm thinking, anyway. I'd love to hear any ideas other folks have about 
what makes for good reading in a year-end summary message. 

Wondering what gaming I got in over the recent holidays? Not much, but that's how it is 
every year for me, so I'm no longer disappointed. Much better to have realistic 
expectations. When my folks were visiting for Christmas, we learned the simple adding 
game 99 (not the same as the 3-player trick-taking game 99), which I understand has been 
a favorite at my Oregon grandparents' place. Sort of like how Mexican Train Dominoes 
is a favorite of my in-laws. It was okay, certainly entertaining and a good way to spend 
time together. 

Christmas with my in-laws was cut kind of short this year, so no games with them, but 
hooking up with my brother & his wife over New Year's let us squeak in a couple more. 
We played more 99, only this time it didn't impress the others, and followed up with a 
lackluster game of Bohnanza (I think some players were just too tired). More fun, 
though, was playing my son's Battleship game he got for Christmas. Yes, good ol' 
Battleship, no talking electronics or anything. I'd recently read my buddy Dave Arnott's 
kind words about this childhood classic at The Apples Project, and was happy to try 
again. Sure enough, it was a lot of fun, with lots of tension. Honest! The game with my 
son came down to the final shot (or a tie, if you let both players have equal turns), and the 
"advanced" game of Salvo with my brother was less even but more thoughtful (and 
shorter). 

I was also pleased to hear that my brother had had good success with some games during 
his Christmas back east. In years past we'd given them both Bohnanza and Apples to 
Apples, which they brought with them. Both led to wildly successful pickup games with 
other folks staying at the same snow lodge in New Hampshire! 


December 26, 2002 




In all likelihood this will be my last entry of the year. Some of the year-end summary 
messages are starting to appear on spielfrieks & r.g.b, and mine will be coming along 
later. I've kept records in a variety of forms through the years, generally just simple text 
files on my Palm that accumulate througout the year. I just record the date, group I'm 
playing with, and the games we played. I know other folks track more info, such as wins 
and number of players. Truth is, I'd be interested in that sort of information for my own 
personal use, but it's just not worth the effort for me. Yet. :-) 

The one extra piece of info I'll be distilling this year will have to do with game groups. 
Actually, that info has been there all along, but I never went after it. This year my main 
gaming group transitioned from the Left Coast Gamers to the Santa Clarita Boardgamers, 
and I'm curious to compare number of sessions and games played with each. Similarly, I 
want to see how large a fraction my Games Day gaming was for the year. I'll also be able 
to extract a list of games played at lunch (though a smaller total this year), and with my 
kids (a notable increase). 

I'm thinking that some of that info may be useful to present on BGG as a Geeklist. I 
really enjoy browsing other folks' lists (sometimes commenting on them, too), but haven't 
done many of my own. Besides those lists, I think I can create one for the games I 
acquired this year. Not all of them, but the "keepers" I went out of my way to finally pick 
up. 

You see, despite being an avid boardgamer since 1996, until recently my own personal 
collection was lacking some "standards" and other personal favorites. That's because I've 
been fortunate enough to always be around multiple other gamers that owned the games, 
despite the fact that I'm 3000 miles away from Boston. :-) As I've written before, 
however, my attitude has recently shifted, and I am now aiming to own more of those 
enjoyable classics and other personal favorites (especially if I can acquire them in trade 
for other games that aren't making it to the table as often). Off the top of my head, that's 
been games like Ave Caesar, Basari, KK&K, Svea Rike, Web of Power, DdW, Ta 
Yu, Dampfross, and Acquire (Schmidt edition). Well, it's an idea for a list, anyway. 

This Christmas I surprised my family by not asking for any games, not even when 
specifically asked! Of course, this again relates to my new attitude about my own 
collection. Sure enough, Santa brought me no games this year (well, aside from some 
nice Pick-Up Sticks in my stocking—10 points if you know the movie joke my wife was 
thinking about when she got me those). On the other hand, we played a few games, and I 
hope we'll do some more over New Year's with my brother & his wife. My relatives in 
Oregon and Washington have been passing the time playing 99 (the betting/adding game, 
not the 3-player trick-taking game), so I learned that. Simple, but fun, and the usually 



annoying rule about forgetting to draw a replacement card was actually the source of 
many laughs. I'm still hoping to get in some Bohnanza, Crokinole, and maybe Beyond 
Balderdash later. If I get an opportunity, I may also try to pitch For Sale, Hick Hack, 
and/or Basari. 


December 3, 2002 



My entire website went offline for a little while, but now that's fixed. In short, I had 
reached the limit of what I could do with a free site. Now I've upgraded to the paid 
service that eliminates the banner ads. Yea! 

The year is winding down, and I'm starting to think about pulling together my Games 
Played in 2002 list. I do this pretty much every year, but sometimes I don't finish the job 
until well into February. Maybe this time I’ll get a jump on it. 

A couple weekends ago I did something I'd wanted to do for a long time: organize my 
game storage. The job isn't complete, but I made a lot of headway. I don't have a 
convenient game closet for showcasing my collection. Instead it's stuffed way up high on 
bonus shelves I installed above the regular shelves in my bedroom closet. We've got a 
vaulted ceiling there, so there's a fair bit of room, though it means I have to use a step 
ladder to get my games. Anyway, now I have the similar sized boxes stacked together, 
and everything looks really crisp. I love it! 

However, along the way I also brought in games stored elsewhere in the house. Now that 
spiffy game storage is just about full, even after I split off the games I mostly play with 
my kids to a different closet. Hmm, while I could see about finding more storage, I'm 
taking the opposite approach—using this limitation as an upper cap on my collection, and 
starting to sell off the games that don't fit. That's actually not going to be very hard—I'm 
ready to let many of these go for a fair price. 

The more serious implication is that I can't buy any new games! Not without displacing 
old favorites, anyway. Of course, this isn't a hard & fast rule, just my own self-imposed 
guideline. Still, I'm thinking of sticking pretty close to it, so I'll be buying fewer new 
games in 2003. (For a moment I even considered a moratorium on game buying for all of 
next year...then my sanity returned!) 

I'll leave you with a description of my Thanksgiving holiday gaming. This year we went 
on a 4-day retreat to the Monterey Bay with my folks, as well as my brother & sister-in- 



law. I packed my big duffel full of games I thought we'd enjoy together, including several 
for the kids, half-expecting a comment from my wife about there not being enough room 
in the minivan for it. Bless her heart, she didn't make a peep, and the games were popular 
with just about everyone. (Unfortunately, I realized we didn't have room to bring the 
Crokinole board. Drat!) 

Probably the best successes were Zapp Zerapp and Hick Hack in Gackelwack. Both 
were played several times. We also played Apples to Apples, Jr. and Kleine Fische one 
time each. After an aborted game with the kids, three adults tried La Guerre des 
Moutons with the variant scoring (one point for each penned sheep), but it didn't impress 
us (we prefer something lighter). Strangely, our regular favorites Bohnanza and Get The 
Goods went unplayed. So did the couple of wargames I brought in case my brother & I 
stayed up late together. Still, this was a fairly game-filled weekend for my family. 


November 13, 2002 



Oops, I didn't mean for almost two months to go by without an update. Sorry about that! 
Part of it was a week's vacation in Hawaii, and the corresponding work crunch that 
happens before and after some time off. Well, it happens for me, anyway. 

Hey, speaking of work, maybe now's a decent time to explain what I do for a living. It's 
not related to games, not unless you count the lunch group, but I'm permitted a 
divergence now and then, aren't I? 

I work for NASA. Well, technically not NASA, since JPL is the only NASA center that's 
not a federal facility. It's a Federally Funded Research & Development Facility, operated 
for NASA by Caltech. So I'm a Caltech employee, even though the entire lab works for 
NASA projects and has since the US put up its first satellite, Explorer 1. Though JPL 
stands for Jet Propulsion Laboratory, we don't do anything with jets, not anymore. That 
name is a holdover from the WW2 days when Caltech grad students turned their early 
rocketry research into rocket-propelled takeoff systems for aircraft. That was for the 
Army, which later led to ballistic rocket research. That work split off from the lab as a 
for-profit industry (to which we're unconnected), while JPL went on to spearhead the 
United States' unmanned space exploration program. After Explorer 1 came the Ranger 
and Surveyor lunar landers, Mariner deep space probes, both Voyagers, the Viking Mars 
Landers, Galileo orbiter around Jupiter, the Cassini orbiter on its way to Saturn, and Mars 
Pathfinder with its rover. 



Not everything is a roaring success. The low-budget Mars probes launched in 1998 both 
failed, as did Mars Observer in the early 90s. But mostly we've always done great. Oh, 
and there are lots of Earth-orbiting satellites and space instruments we've done, too. At 
the moment our main focus is a return to the surface of Mars, this time with a lander 
similar to Mars Pathfinder (with it's bouncing airbags, if you remember those), but 
containing a much larger, more capable rover. And we're sending two of them this time. 
Launch is set for next May and June, with about a 8 month flight time to Mars. 

Yes, I'm proud. I've been excited about the space program since I was a little kid, and 
even after working in the business 15 years, I'm still thrilled to be here. All of these 
missions rely on a vast team of engineers and scientists, each individual a small but 
important cog in the whole machine. My own individual role is as a mechanical engineer 
responsible for mechanisms, those gadgets that unfold solar panels, track 
telecommunication antennas, drive rovers, point cameras, and so on. Good work if you 
can get it. :-) 

Let's see, how can I tie this in to games? Well, what about space-themed games, 
especially since I'm such a theme gamer? Well, the world of spielfriek games hasn't 
yielded too many space-themed hits, as far as I can tell. Liftoff may be the only one I 
own & play myself. I've never tried Andromeda, even though I lightweight gamer like 
myself might actually enjoy what others find disappointing in that game. But I doubt it 
has any strong connection to theme. Well, one obvious one should be Starfarers of 
Catan, however I've never played! Nope, and I guess I should. Starship Catan, on the 
other hand, is a keeper (strong theme!). I'm sort of on the lookout for Sternenhimmel, 
even though I know it's an abstract. Still, I like many of Goldseiber's games (great 
production values), and it might be a good way to finally memorize some of the major 
constellations. (See, just because I'm an astronautical engineer doesn't mean I know 
anything about astronomy!) 


September 19,2002 



SoCal Games Day 9 was held last weekend, and I thought it would be fun to post a little 
something about that here before I do the full-blown session report for the website. 

I'd had to miss the previous Games Day, so it was definitely nice to get back into it. 
Turnout was higher, enough that we're again worried about outgrowing our excellent 
location rather soon. Also again, the room was warmer than was comfortable, but 
tolerable. Lots and lots of games were played. :-) 



I sort of surprised myself by not really playing much new stuff. I've still only played 
Puerto Rico once, and didn't get into one of the many games of it on Saturday. Instead, I 
found myself drifting to my existing favorites, Entdecker, Africa, Taboo, and even good 
ol' Settlers of Catan! That was my first game of Settlers in almost two years, I think. 
Great fun. I did manage to play a few new, or new-to-me, titles: Traumfabrik, Villa 
Paletti, Wildlife, and Liftoff. Like I said, not all are truly new games. 

It was my third playing of Wildlife, the second time with the correct rules about having a 
capacity of two of any type of gene card. The other players were new to the game (we 
played 5-player), and just about everyone was very impressed with the game. My own 
opinion is still see-sawing. I'd already come to the conclusion that it's a good game, but 
possibly not one for me. (Similar to my opinion about many of Kramer larger games.) 
Now I'm starting to think this may be a keeper after all. The proof is in the playing, 
specifically the playing speed. By my third game I can finally explain the rules well 
enough, and the game starts to move right along. I think it'll end up as a 90-minute game, 
which I can enjoy. 

Over on spielfrieks I just posted a suggestion about a spinoff mailing list to discuss 
children's games. Anyone reading my scribblings on this weblog will know why. My kids 
are continuing to enjoy boardgames! Finally! The Santa Clarita Boardgamers haven't met 
at my house for weeks since we're now hosted by the local hobby store. Sometime 
recently it dawned on me that their new interest in games was probably sparked by seeing 
me host game nights at my house, right before their bedtime. So this week I thought to 
bring them to the game session a half-hour early, sort of a "kids' session" to start the 
evening. Molly just about turned cartwheels when she heard about that, and Sam was 
eager, too. Wow! Trusty Ryan was there to join us, and we played Chip-Chip Hurra, 
which I've got on loan from Scott Woodard. Fun stuff! The game took just about a half- 
hour, and left Sam a few minutes to drift over and check out the Mechwarrior click 
miniatures. Hmm, I guess I need to figure a way to get him in a game of that at the hobby 
store, too. 


Septembe 5, 2002 



Another archive page was spun off, see link at the bottom. 

I appreciate your patience while I figure out some of the technical aspects to this weblog. 
In response to the recent discussion on spielfrieks, Brian Bankler offered the interesting 



suggestion of a multi-author weblog. That would help keep the stream of content flowing 
more regularly. Hmm... 

Also, someone emailed me (and other boardgame weblog authors) directly to ask that we 
consider posting our pages in the RSS format. I may not have the terminology quite right- 
-the days of me being a computer whiz are long past—but I gather it's an emerging 
standard for news sites on the web, pages whose content changes regularly. Someone 
with the right client software can get a daily download off all the new information from 
sites to which they subscribe. Something like that, anyway. It makes a lot of sense, but at 
the moment the technology is over my head, and I can't yet determine if I could offer this 
AND continue to offer easy PDA access via AvantGo. If I can't manage both, I'll stick 
with AvantGo/PDA access, since that's the particular "wave of the future" I'm attached to. 

Speaking of that, two items relating to PDA access. First, I've now received another email 
in support of maintaining the current delivery method. Though that's not much feedback 
in total, it does offer unanimous support for AvantGo. So, I guess I'll stick with it. By the 
way, if AvantGo ever shuts this channel down without warning, I'll try to post something 
about that at the intro page, http://MarkJohnson. 15 Om.com/boardgamestogo.html . Or just 
send me an email. 

The second item relating to PDAs is that I just received a PocketPC (iPaq) through work. 
Now I'll be able to see how BGTG looks on that screen. Joe Huber, another iPaq user, 
tells me the photos look nice, so maybe that'll motivate me to include a few more of 
those. Palm users, speak up if I do something on this site that isn't friendly to that 
platform—it's never my intent. 

If it helps, there's a free service on the web that can email you when a web page you track 
has been changed. It's called ChangeDetection, found at http://changedetection.com/mo 
nitor.html . Alternately, if anyone would me send out a short email when I've posted an 
update, just send me your email address. (That's my sneaky way of trying to find out 
who's reading this, and maybe get more feedback. :-) 

The latest Games Journal has been posted (at the start of the month, like clockwork!), and 
again editor Greg Aleknevicus is pleading for submissions, or even just email feedback. I 
hope everyone reading BGTG takes a look at the webzine and sends a comment or two to 
Greg. I myself want to contribute more than just my one article there. Don't be surprised 
if you find any half-baked ideas from these pages get "filled out" to become a workable 
article. 

More game news: The Santa Clarita Boardgamers, my local group, met again last night. 
Since it was the first Wednesday of the month, we met at the local hobby store, open to 
all. Picked up another player, too, the older gamer who works there (his "retirement job", 
he says) and has been our biggest advocate at the store. The store owners who don't know 
much about boardgames are being very supportive, too, even though I imagine we don't 
generate much income compared to the Heroclix/Mechwarrior group, let alone the RC 
fliers. 






Even though we meet from 7-11pm and then talk for another half-hour outside the store, 
it feels rushed compared to the 8-midnight I more often play. I don't know exactly why 
that is, perhaps the hard cutoff at a few minutes before 11. It could also be that we just 
happen to have started playing longer games (>90 minutes) when meeting at the store. 

The previous time it was Um Reifenbreite, and this time it was La Citta. But I'm getting 
ahead of myself. 

High Society— This is one of the vaunted classics of filler games, by none other than the 
short game master himself, Reiner Knizia. It's a bidding game with a twist, namely that 
the winner is whoever purchases the highest valued items before the game end (which 
can be a surprise), except that whoever spent the most on auctions is disqualified. Unlike 
Medici or Modern Art, what you're bidding aren't victory points, there's just that 
disqualification rule. So you generally want to spend, spend, spend so long as one other 
person spends slightly more (even if they buy more stuff). I was playing a conservative 
strategy, then the one new player spent money like water. Yow! Now the third player 
with the high total I thought had overspent was back in the game, and I needed to spend 
more myself. The game went down to the last card, and in the end I was the one 
disqualified for overspending! As fillers go, I still prefer For Sale, but this one has 
earned its stripes as a classic. (Besides, I can't play For Sale until I find my missing 
cards! Arg!) 

La Citta-Mmmm, a "meaty" game, as spielfriek Jonathan Degann would say. Long, 
unforgiving of mistakes, and somewhat fiddly, you might be surprised that I do enjoy it. 
But I do, because the mechanics are actually pretty smooth when you get into the game, 
and it's so strongly themed. This was a four-player game, the other three new to it, while 
I've played a half-dozen times (most notably when it was the Left Coast Gamers' "Game 
of the Month." More about that sometime later.) One player never seemed to follow what 
was going on, and regularly lost people to neighboring cities. However, he also started 
two new cities in distant corners, and though ended up finishing 3rd, was competitive 
throughout. In fact, the whole game was close. Another player built a very strong city that 
had people bursting at the seams, then found itself boxed in by neighbors and running out 
of food. I came in second, helped by the timely appearance of the 3-arch building I 
needed on the final turn. But the winner was equally helped by the Golden Times card 
that allowed him to add the one more citizen necessary to populate a statue tile (for the 
city's culture-education-health bonus). Does that mean the game came down to the turn of 
a card or two after three hours? If so, that would be a disappointing revelation, but I don't 
really feel like that's it. Rather, it's one of those situations where you have to meet your 
own good luck halfway, putting yourself in a position where you can take advantage 
when fate smiles on you. 

Tutanchamun— My chance to pound five newbies in this closer. :-) Yep, short Knizia 
games "bookended" our session. (Other folks played Klondike and Kingdoms during La 
Citta.) It was really the perfect opportunity for this one-a six-person game that's quick, 
but neither a card game nor a party game. I like those, too, but sometimes you really want 
another boardgame. Tut delivers. 



August 29, 2002 



Hmm, I've had a grand total of one message back to me on the subject of switching 
BGTG from its current delivery system (AvantGo) to one using emailed PDF files. 
Maybe no one cares, maybe it's just a pain to send in feedback, but mostly I think I don't 
have many readers! Perhaps that will change, at least a little bit, when I post something 
about this on spielfrieks, part of the recent discussion about boardgaming weblogs (which 
BGTG basically is). 

No action yet, then. I'll wait to see if anymore folks weigh in with an opinion. 

Have you seen Geek Gold at Boardgamegeek? When it first showed up I thought of it as 
no more than a distraction, similar to the whole town/community thing on Brettspielwelt. 
Well, possibly so, but as soon as Aldie added something to spend gold on, I was hooked. 
:-) Two more gold to go and I can buy my own avatar (icon that goes next to my 
contributions on the Geek). Apparently you can design & upload your own small images, 
and I'll be following the trend to include my mugshot in the avatar. I enjoy finding out 
what everyone really looks like. (Consimworld has had something like this since day one, 
and there's also Nick Danger's Rogues Gallery.) 

If you're wondering how our public game session for the Santa Clarita Boardgamers 
turned out, it was a mixed success. The room they had for us was way in the back, 
invisible to the rest of the store, and pretty packed with serious miniatures players. Still, 
it's a chance to get out in the public, possibly introduce a few more folks to the hobby, 
and convince the store that they should keep stocking the games. I usually buy mail 
order, but will definitely start throwing a few purchases their way for the hospitality. In 
the end, we've decided to meet publicly twice a month (1st & 3rd Wednesdays), privately 
the rest of the time. A good overall solution, we think. 

Um Reifenbreite— Are you wondering what games we played? First up was For Sale, 
actually. Probably my favorite filler game of all. Unfortunately we discovered near the 
end that my set is missing a number of cards! I've had the game for years, played most 
recently in the spring, so they've got to still be around somewhere! Grr... After that, 
though, it was on to UR. I was eager to play for two reasons: it's a Spiel des Jahre winner, 
and I've been getting lots of trade requests for it. I wanted to play again to see if I can 
bear to part with it. I can. It's funny—I do like the game, and think it's earned its respect. It 



wasn't a real hit with everyone else, though, and it's a bit of a longer game (we did the 
full-map Tour De France with four players in 2.5 hours). 

The teamwork and card management are very interesting. I rolled double-sixes (best 
possible) at a very opportune time, and it gave the appearance that the game is luck- 
heavy. In fact, that rider did go on to score the highest, but later I rolled a measly 3 for 
him, restoring the cosmic balance of fate, and he was only the third to cross the finish line 
(the other points came from wearing the yellow jersey much of the race). I know at least 
two other people in the area that own a copy, so it's not impossible for me to play again. 
Off to the trade pile it goes! 

Atilla— the barbarian stock market game. My opinion of this one keeps see-sawing. 
Originally the "thematic failure", color confusion, and unstable score track really bugged 
me. Then I began to appreciate the gameplay. Now I'm swinging back the other way. The 
gameplay is still there, but I'm looking more critically at all games. It's not enough to be 
pretty good... a game needs to be better than similar ones or unique in some meaningful 
way (theme or mechanics). I don't find Atilla to be unique in any way, and it's hard to say 
that's it's better than Web of Power (its usual comparison) or even Acquire. So, another 
I'm happy to play, but don't need to own, and would probably prefer one of the other 
games. 

Mechwarrior:The Dark Age— this is the new collectible miniatures game, like Heroclix 
but with Battletech robots instead of superheroes (or the earlier Mage Knight fantasy 
setting). Fighting robots aren't really my thing. Miniatures aren't really my thing. 
However, what is my thing is the chance to play games with my kids. It turns out that toy 
fighting robots are interesting to 8yo boys. :-) Sam was eager to play with Fen Yan, my 
gamer buddy that showed us the game. We played as a team and stomped Fen into the 
ground. The next day we bought a starter and booster of our own. A bit pricey by my 
standards, but apparently astonishingly cheap to experienced miniatures gamers. We 
played one more game ourselves. I have a good enough time, but might enjoy it better 
after we try playing it on a 1" hexmap instead of the freeform movement (that's the part 
that always bugs me about miniatures games—feels slow & clunky). 

Magic— the other game I've played a lot in the last week. By doing a better job searching 
through my collection, I found that I have about a dozen decks built, ready for play at the 
drop of a hat. Some of them are years old, some relatively new. None are especially good 
(well, except for my cheesiest old one), but they make for competitive, enjoyable games 
with my buddies. And that's what I'm after in this game. Now on Magic Online we're 
starting to do the same, constructing low-budget casual decks and playing them against 
each other in our private "room" for online friends. 


August 14, 2002 




I'm thinking of making a change to the way Boardgames To-Go is distributed. Up to 
now I’ve been using the AvantGo service to deliver these pages to handheld devices. I 
know a few readers also just go through the normal web on their desktop machines to 
read BGTG. The main disadvantage of this system is that it's not really supported. At one 
time Avantgo encouraged content developers to build "channels" such as this one. Now, 
just as other Internet services are cutting back and charging fees (or using ads), AvantGo 
wants channel owners to pay a whopping $1000. Well, that's whopping to any labor-of- 
love channel such as BGTG, and a mere pittance to the big media channels. The net 
effect is a strong discouragement for "indie" channels like mine. 

As you might expect, there was a pretty loud (but ineffective) backlash from the AvantGo 
user community. At the moment, it's a bit unclear what the rules are anymore regarding 
custom channels such as this one. 

I've got a few choices. I can ask AvantGo, then find out I can either keep going (not sure 
how likely this is), pay up (no way), or shut down (no fun). I can also use a different 
distribution method. The one most appealing to me is to forego the web altogether, and 
instead email BGTG "issues" to subscribers in a format that's easy to view on handhelds 
as well as regular computers. Now that Adobe Acrobat Reader is freely available for 
handhelds (and, of course, desktop), that's my initial thought. I did some checking into 
that, and at least for the Palms I can send out a document that is Hotsync-able just by 
double-clicking. I believe the same thing exists for Windows devices. 

This would mean all BGTG subscribers would have to install the Acrobat Reader on their 
computers, but that doesn't sound like much of a burden. Considering the success of the 
PDF format on desktops, I expect you'll start to see more and more similar documents for 
handhelds, and you'll want that application on your device anyway. 

The other advantage of this arrangement is that it's more conducive to feedback. If you're 
already getting BGTG from me via an email attachment, it's a snap to simply reply. 
Because, you see, I'm finding that years of involvement on mailing lists have made me 
addicted to this communication! Wow, I didn't expect what a weird feeling it was to write 
this stuff up, put it out on the web/AvantGo, and then have no idea if anyone is reading it. 
(To be fair, I did receive some feedback in the beginning.) 

Speaking of feedback, of course I'd like some on this idea of Boardgames To-Go as an 
emailed PDF attachment, instead of AvantGo channel. Send it to 
Mark.Johnson@pobox.com. 




Hmm, I think after all of that rigamorale I ought to include something about games, yes? 

Yes! 


The news for me right now is that my local game group is going public. That's the plan, 

anyway. The Santa Clarita Boardgamers met a grand total of one session at a public 

place, a local game store, before that location closed its doors. That was enough for a 

core group of people to meet each other—certainly a good thing,—then start meeting at our 

homes. We still added some new players over time, but only after "screening" them first 

on the telephone. Previously I've been in a situation where an unwanted person kept 

showing up to the game group, and it caused some friction. We're trying to avoid that 

trouble in the first place. 

However, my preferred solution is to not worry so much about any "bad apples," and just 

meet in a public place. That's a two-edged sword, I know—you can't readily ask someone 

to leave from a public group—but I like the openness. And I'm looking forward to once 

again putting up a web page with info about the group, photos, and such. (I would also 

add session reports, only these days those are better for spielfrieks and/or 
BoardgameGeek.) In any case, this change hasn't happened yet, we're just planning it 

now. Stay tuned. 


What games have I played lately? Not too many, actually. Work has gotten quite busy, so 

I haven't joined in with the lunch group for weeks. Last week at my house we played 

Rivers, Roads, and Rails, Musketiere, and Traders of Genoa. 

RR&R is basically a children's dominoes game. The game comes with a multitude of 

tiles that depict the three forms of transportation, and you lay them down to form a 

network. So I guess that makes it more of a connection game. Like others of the sort, 

various curves and terminations for the types of "track" put restrictions on which tiles you 

may play where. Pretty standard fare, then, and without any meaningful scoring system 

other than trying to "go out" first by placing all of your tiles. We only played with about 

2/3 of the set, and it still took a while, taking up much of the large table. Since tiles "in 

hand" are kept face-up, I suppose it's possible to analyze the situation and try to thwart 

your opponents with unplayable tiles. But anyone who plays that way with kids is nuts, 

and missing the fun. That fun is largely in the simple but attractive artwork on each of the 

tiles. I'd call it Americana, except of course that it comes from Germany! 

Musketiere is one of the older games in my collection. I got it "way back" in 1997, in a 

sale from Mitch Thomashow, one of the earliest German-style boardgame players in the 

US, I believe. (Also in the transaction was Vertigo, a large offering from Eurogames, one 

that sounds vaguely similar to Industrial Waste. After all this time I still need to try it!) 

Anyway, Musketiere is lots of fun, though even a full game to 100 points, lasting several 

hands, isn't enough to overcome the effect of luck in this one. That's probably enough for 

some people to never try it, but if so they're missing out. All for one! 

Traders of Genoa was more fun than I expected, as well as even longer. Which is too 

bad, because the wide open negotiations are enjoyable. I'm impressed that the game was 










































designed to the point where money, goods, special cards, and so on ,., all are nominally 

of the same value. That's some trick! In the end, though, I felt that we could've played 

another negotiation game, maybe Chinatown in a third of the time and had almost as 

much fun. 



I recently had the chance to playtest my own little game design. It's a relatively small 
idea, a relatively small game, but it's a start! I imagine a fair number of diehard gamers 
want to try their hand at designing games. At least they think about it, come up with rules 
tweaks and game variants. I've set my sights on having something to submit to the 
amateur game design competition conducted each year by Germany's Hippodice game 
club. (If you want to learn more about this, go to The Games Journal and do a search.) 

A while back I promised I'd post some opinions about some recent games I've played. 
Since I've played so many games recently, I'll give you a shotgun blast of thoughts about 
them in stream-of-consciousness order: 

Clash of the Gladiators - What everyone says is right. It's a dicefest with a surprisingly 
violent theme for a German game. It's fun when you're in the right mood, though I think it 
could've been more of a light wargame if there was room for more movement. As it is, 
the game doesn't "open up" until the end. 

Pit Stop - A relatively unknown auto racing game from Essen a couple years back. I'm 
one of the few that was never very happy with Formula De, so I'd hoped this would be 
the game for me. Close, but no cigar. There are clever, simple movement rules involving 
special dice and the ability to build a great variety of tracks from the kit of pieces. There's 
a problem with the drafting rules, but maybe the designers—who actively support the 
game from their Italian website—might be able to answer it. Before I managed to ask the 
question I received a good trade offer, so now I'll never know. 

Kings & Castles - A Ragnar Bros, game, complete with their customary printed cloth 
(linen?) map. The rest of the pieces are simple cardboard chits, but it's still nice, and was 
a bargain when I bought it via Boulder last year. The guys who played the game with me 
compared it immediately to Brittania, saying this was a better overall design. Another 
good light wargame for non wargamers (particularly if you play the official short game, 
which is only half the turns, and perhaps 90 minutes versus 150 for the full version). 









Industrial Waste - How did this one pass me by for so long? It's not so very notable— 
certainly its unattractive name doesn't help—but gameplay is a very enjoyable light 
economic simulation (which is a big part of Settlers' appeal, too). I'm a tiny bit concerned 
that improving (reducing) your waste production is a more valuable investment strategy 
than the other two options, but that's only from one play so it's too early to tell. Need to 
try it again. 


July 1, 2002 



Minor update on the feedback system: I figured out how to use form-based feedback 
through my webhost, which AvantGo is supposed to correctly use for offline PDA users 
with minor modification on my end. I couldn't get those mods to work, though, so still no 
easy feedback system for my offline readers. I always appreciate feedback, though I 
guess it must still come through regular email. 

I'm guessing that anyone reading this already has an idea about my gaming preferences. 
Just in case, however... 

I've been playing German-style games since 96, but those aren't all. I got into this hobby 
via small wargames over 20 years, and I still enjoy them. Not the medium or larger 
wargames—I only like the ones that play in about three hours, comparable to some 
meatier German games. This year I've played One Page Bulge, Victory:The Blocks of 
War, and Kings & Castles. See how short that list is? Yeah, even though I still call 
myself a wargamer, I don't manage to play such games very often. Nonetheless, these 
preferences color my attitudes about German games. Not that I want to kill the enemy in 
my games, I just want the game to be a light simulation of something, be it exploration or 
market investing. 

Magic:the Gathering is another game I play that some German gamers abhor. They 
don't know what they're missing, it's an amazing game, but I don't try to change anyone's 
mind about it. By now, I figure just about everyone who considered Magic has had ample 
chance to try it, and they either like it or they don't. Unlike my attitude above, where I 
like German games to feel a little like wargames, I have almost the opposite feeling about 
Magic. When I've played games like Das Amulett or Babel that I believe are attempting 
to capture some of the card combination mechanics of CCGs, I don't care for it—I'd rather 
play a true CCG. I don't know why I have such a different reaction. 




As for roleplaying games, I'm essentially done with them. These eclipsed wargames 
when I entered high school and dominated the hobby for me all the way until the arrival 
of Magic. I got to me involved with the publishing side of RPGs when I went to grad 
school in the same city as Steve Jackson Games. I haven't played any for a few years, 
though, and that last experience basically convinced me I wasn't a roleplayer anymore. 
They don't have any bearing on my boardgaming, I suppose the part of RPGs I always 
liked best were the "boardgamey" parts that had concrete mechanics (character creation, 
combat systems, etc.) 

The only other types of games I'll mention are computer games and traditional games. I 
never really went for computer games. I miss the human interaction, and too many games 
are designed with a long total playing time in mind. Even if that's spread over many small 
game sessions, I don't care for that. The only games I play on computers these days are 
multiplayer online boardgames like via Brettspielwelt or Magic:The Gathering Online. 

(In both cases my username is MarkJohnson, so look me up!) As for traditional games, 
I've always played poker and cribbage, rarely hearts or chess, never bridge or go. I still 
don't care for the dry analysis of abstract boardgames like chess, though I've become a 
big fan of card games, especially trick-taking games. 


June 24, 2002 



No updates in a while, though I've actually had the chance to play quite a few games. As 
much as I enjoy writing this log (and I do), it's always better to play games than talk 
about them. 

That attitude is a holdover from my roleplaying & wargaming days, when it was all-too- 
easy to find yourself planning to play games more than actually playing them. Obviously, 
games are supposed to be an active, participatory hobby, not just about reading 
magazines & posting messages on the net. You've gotta have your priorities straight! :-) 

I'll return to some gameplay opinion soon enough, though for now I have just a few news 
items, in case you missed them elsewhere. 

First, this year's Spiel des lahre was won by a dexterity (balancing) game, Villa Palleti. I 
understand this is the first time a dex game has won the award (though I seem to recall 
that Carabande won something ). VP was the dark horse among the other finalists, the 
family-friendly Transamerica and most gamers' choice, Puerto Rico. There's been a lot 
of surprise at the winner, but it seems that not many have had the chance to try it. I 



haven't, whereas I have played the other two. Interestingly, there was no copy of VP at 
the Gathering of Friends. If there had, maybe we'd all have heard stories about what great 
fun it is alongside the similar praise for Spinball and Loopin' Louie. 

Second, Brettspielwelt has added Puerto Rico to its stable of online multiplayer 
boardgames. I haven't seen it yet, and no doubt you'll want to keep an English translation 
handy. 

Finally, it was some very welcome news that publisher Out Of The Box , probably best 
known for Apples to Apples, is going to be publishing a new edition of Basari. This is a 
favorite lunchtime game of mine, but I'd missed the boat before the game went out of 
print. I was almost resigned to paying what the market will bear for the game on ebay. 
Yea! OotB also announced a few other games at the same time, including one called 
Squint that sounds like a card game version of the fun party game Wat n Dat. 


June 17, 2002 



So what did I think of Mexica and Diceland? 

What you have to know upfront is that I don't generally for placement-majority games. I 
didn't like Torres or even Tikal (despite owning the former and highly anticipating the 
latter). That was enough to make me steer clear of Java, but I hoped Mexica might be 
different for me. 

I'll cut to the chase—it wasn't. I didn't care for it. But I was very happy to try it, and even 
requested the game. This one was supposed to be shorter, adds some connection/tile¬ 
laying elements (the canals), has a great theme, and nice bits. Then again, that's the one 
of the main problems with the game for me—it doesn't do much of anything with its 
theme. The towers are Aztec (or Maya?) temples, sure enough, but they might as well be 
faceless wooden blocks. (Contrast this with the building pieces in Big City, a strongly 
themed game where the differentiation in pieces has all kinds of flavor that enhances the 
theme.) Now, the canals & bridges do make sense for the ancient city, but not for 
dividing it up into (political?) scoring districts. 

Ah well, it's my fate as a theme-gamer to be disappointed in some games that others 
enjoy for their mechanics alone. Like I said, I was happy to try it, may even play again 
some day, but it's not one I'll request to play again. 



Diceland is weird. A good kind of weird, I suppose. Eight-sided dice are made from 
folded up cardstock, each die featuring a character with typical and special powers 
denoted on each of the sides. Each player gets five dice as their team, and then you duke 
it out. Dice are sometimes tossed onto the table, adding a none-too-controllable dexterity 
element, but more often strategically activated to move (by tipping over one face) or use 
one of their powers, usually for combat. Combat is simple, with dice sometimes being 
damaged (more tipping over to a different face), sometimes removed outright, in which 
case the opponent scores points for the kill. 

The combination of simple combat system with minor variations in powers reminded me 
of Brawl (without the realtime element) or Magic, while the die-rolling and kill-scoring 
invokes Button Men. It strikes me as more of a novelty than anything else, though no 
doubt it rewards some attentive play, even away-from-the-game strategizing. Too bad the 
game doesn't include a box to store the folded-up dice, which are sturdier than I expected, 
but hardly rugged enough for anything else. 


June 12, 2002 



This week I won't be joining any of my regular game groups because I'm on a business 
trip. But does that mean I won't get to play any games? You don't know me very well, do 
you... 

A lot of email friends means I can often hook up with someone when I'm away from 
home. Right now I'm in Denver, which happens to be the place I most often go for work 
(to visit Lockeed-Martin, who often partners with JPL for spacecraft—maybe one of these 
days I'll post something about the work I do). I made a lot of trips here in 2000, and 
during that time I got to meet Sheila Davis and Bob Rossney. Sheila is a bit out of town, 
so it's not often convenient for me to visit, but when I do I get to see her legendary game 
collection. Rossney is one of the old dogs of r.g.b., and that's actually how I met him. I 
played a couple games with him last night (Mexica and Diceland— I'll post thoughts 
about them later). 

Besides that, I have better options for online gaming against live opponents than I did just 
a year ago. Though I spend hours on a computer each day, I don't really care for 
computer games. I do enjoy strategy games against real people that are played on the 
computer, however. For me, it's a huge difference. Brettspielwelt is an amazing online 
boardgame portal, limited only by its German language. Still, English speakers can find 
their way around the site, and some recent spielfrieks discussion referred to my Quick & 




Dirty Guide to BSW . I'll probably be going online there from my hotel room later this 
week. 

The other online gaming I enjoy is the new online version of Magicithe Gathering. I've 
been enjoying the beta version for a few months now, and the actual release of the 
software isn't far off. Though it'll stop being free when that happens, I'll still enjoy 
participating at a low level (just like I've always done with the real card game). 


June 7, 2002 



Feedback on the feedback: I've received a few emails about this site, which I always 
appreciate. I'm still trying to figure out how to accept feedback from offline PDA users. 
As I suspected, the answer is some sort of html form, but apparently not the ultra-simple 
one I've been experimenting with. I've got a few more things to try (am learning a great 
deal), though if anyone already knows how to implement a feedback feature in an 
AvantGo channel, I'd love to hear it. There appears to be a Usenet newsgroup for 
AvantGo, so perhaps I'll post a question there. 

Last night the Santa Clarita Boardgamers met at my home (we generally alternate 
between mine and that of spielfriek Ryan Wheeler). We had five players, and I've learned 
that I don't have a lot of good 5-player games. I guess I've generally played in slightly 
larger groups that more often split into 3 and 4-player games. I've got a few, though, and 
Ryan and his gamer wife Erin appear to be on an unstoppable tear to expand their 
collection, so we're in good shape. In fact, I'd only mentioned that I was interested in 
Industrial Waste after reading its review in The Game Report. That was enough for 
Ryan to go out and buy it, even though he'd had only an okay time during his one prior 
play! That's a useful friend to have around! :-) 

However, Industrial Waste only takes up to 4 players, so we didn't get to it. Instead, we 
started with one of my favorite trick-taking games, David & Goliath. No matter how 
many times I've played this, I still can't figure out if you have enough control over your 
fate in this game, or if you're at the mercy of the hand dealt to you. Of course, any single 
hand may give you trouble—that's common in card games—which is why you're expected 
to play several hands, giving that bad luck a chance to even out. Playing D&G at work, 
we don't often have enough time for that. At SCB we did, even for a 5-player game. 

Good stuff. 




After that was Royal Turf. This is one of those games I have lots of fun playing, but 
haven't picked up a copy myself. Seems l ik e a good suggestion to give my family for an 
eventual gift, eh? It takes a little while to play three races, and at the end I'm not at all 
sure the players have tremendous control over their positions, but it's a great ride along 
the way. Lots of cheering & jeering with the dice rolls. Old Earl Grey even won a race 
despite a last place start. Interestingly, I enjoy and think highly of each Alea game (I 
think I've played all but Traders of Genoa), but don't own a single one! I guess for me 
they're all good, none of them great (not even PoF, and the jury's still out on Puerto 
Rico), although I understand why they're great for other gamers. 

Last of the evening was Epic Duels, the new Star Wars movie tie-in game from Hasbro 
(under the Milton Bradley label). It's been getting surprisingly good word-of-mouth on 
r.g.b, at least, and I wanted to try. I'm a Star Wars fan from day one, though not so crazy 
that I read the comic books and so on—let alone dress in costume. Now I'm a Star Wars 
parent, as you know, so the films have a whole new appeal. Epic Duels sounded like 
something I might play with my son, and I think that's true. Our game last night was an 
ostensibly everything-goes contest of five players. However, with two "good guy" teams, 
two bad, and one mercenary (Boba Fett and Greedo), it started out with some unspoken 
semi-cooperation between the two sides of the Force. 

As we'd heard, Darth Maul's worthless Battledroids lasted about as long as Jar-Jar's 
screen time in Episode 2. He skewered my own Leia, but that only enraged Luke enough 
to wipe out Maul. The Emperor made a few scary moves with special cards, enough to 
convince us of the real on-board threat. Within a few more turns he met his match. I 
began to worry that the good vs. evil conflict of Luke & Yoda against the Emperor left 
the mercenaries sitting pretty. Yep, once the Emperor fell, they managed to dispatch 
Luke, and finally Yoda for the win. Lowly Greedo even got in the final shot! 

It was a very fun experience, and as good an introduction to wargaming as the much- 
vaunted Battle Cry, I'd say. It's a fine little game system I'd love to see expanded to 
superheroes and cowboy gunfights, to name a few. 

The one bit of email I received back about the inline photos on this weblog were 
favorable, so I'ver included a few more. It probably helps that this user (my buddy Joe 
Huber) has a color PDA. Gotta get me one of those sometime... 


June 5, 2002 





I'm going to have to figure out a better way to get feedback through this channel. A 
simple email link won't do for those of you that read this offline on a PDA, which I'm 
expecting to be the larger audience. AvantGo allows some use of html forms, so that 
means there's probably something I can do with that. 

Are these images even worth sticking in here? To fit the Palm screen they have to be 
shrunk waaaay down, and the greyscaling that automatically happens on various devices 
(like my own Palm) may not be satisfying. Perhaps I can find some software that does a 
better job rendering a the image in B&W or else 4 greys, but the people with color 
devices probably want to see the color! Ah well, it's an experiment. 

That's not just a random image. It's a pic from the game I played last night with my kids, 
Waddington's Escape from Atlantis. This is Parker Bros' Survive!, only with 3D plastic 
pieces. And a few minor rule changes. On the heels of my gaming success with Queen's 
Gambit, this felt like the next best one to try. Hmm, it didn't go over as well. The kids 
said they were having fun throughout, and didn't want to end the game early when I 
offered, but they were pretty antsy the whole time. Which was bugging me. Then my 
almost 6yo daughter said, "Don't get mad at us." 

Whoa. What a gut-check. 

I didn't realize my irritation was so visible, and did better through the end the game. They 
still had fun, and I was still happy to have tried it, but I think this one goes back on the 
shelf for a while. 


June 3, 2002 



The latest Games Journal was posted today, and it includes my first article, a How-To 
about running Games Days. After many years of involvement with online boardgame 
discussions. I'm trying to step back from that a little bit and write some articles. We'll see 
if I can really do that. 

Speaking of articles, over the weekend the latest issue of Peter Sarrett's The Game Report 
arrived. Peter has long been one of the best reviewers in our hobby, though timeliness 
isn't his magazine's strong suit. But what they say is true—it's just wonderful to have a 
printed & bound magazine, even if the articles are a bit dated. You can print out a 
webzine and staple it together—like I just did for The Games Journal and used to for the 



old Sumo archives on The Game Cabinet —but it isn't the same. With the kids swimming I 
sat on the edge of the spa and enjoyed my magazine. Bliss. 

But then, The Games Journal is free, while The Game Report is not. (At least, not the 
print version. Peter has what I always thought was a brilliant system where substantial 
portions of old magazines are posted for free viewing on his website.) There's a place for 
both of them, I suppose, even in a small hobby that needs more cooperation than 
competition. (To that end, I'd love to see Peter join the editorial staff for Counter 
magazine, somehow folding TGR into it.) 


June 2, 2002 



Don't worry—I'm certain I won't be spouting off every single day on BGTG. Far from it, 
probably. But when I've got something to say and time to jot it down... 

This weekend I played the lavish Hasbro Avalon Hill boardgame Queen's Gambit with 
my 8 year old son Sam. We'd played just once before, and both wanted to try again for 
some time. It's a long game, however, and a bit longer with an excited 2nd grade Star 
Wars fan. :-) So a good opportunity to play again hadn't come up before now. My wife 
took my daughter to see a movie, and we seized the chance. 

Then it hit me... My son is my game partner. The long wait is over. 

Any of you who are gaming parents instantly know what I mean. A boardgaming 
husband and wife I know jokingly tell their son he was bom so they'd have a third player 
for Acquire! You enjoy your hobby, you love your kids, it's only natural to want to see 
them come together. Of course this is also what motivates so many guy gamers to hope 
their wife or girlfriend will want to play. It's the same for kids, only you may harbor even 
more hope, since kids often take to games more easily than your significant other. 

That's my situation. My wife Candy plays the occasional game, likes the occasional 
game, but she'll never really get into it. Our two kids aren't huge game fans, either, but 
there's still hope for them (that is, for me!). Sam will continue to prefer video games over 
dad's boardgames for now, maybe forever, but having just a couple games onhand that 
we both enjoy together is a real treat. For Sam that currently means Star Wars games (the 
other we enjoy together is Clash of the Lightsabers). I guess it's time for me to pick up 



Epic Duels, eh? My daughter Molly is a couple years younger, but shows potentially 
broader interest in games. Hope springs eternal. 

As for our actual game of Queen's Gambit, it ended in a draw. No, that's not a way the 
game can officially end, but that's how we called it. Sam had again taken the bad guys, 
while I opposed him with the Jedi Knights and forces of Naboo. I made mincemeat of 
Darth Maul and the rest of the Theed palace baddies, but not without losing Obi-Wan 
(foolish of me—more conservative play would've left me with both of my Jedi). Anakin 
made a little progress through the fighter screen. On the plains of Naboo, my outclassed 
Gungans did pretty well for a long time, ultimately losing but wiping out most of the 
opposing droids the hard way (including a few of those pesky tanks). 

Now here we are. With the palace rid of Sith and droids, I'm able to occupy all of the 
reinforcement entry hexes into the palace—per the rules, Sam can never bring any more 
troops in. However, I don't actually win until Anakin destroys the Droid Control Ship by 
making it through the fighter screen, which Sam has now built up so that I'm facing every 
card in that deck. If we play it out, we're seeing if I can roll the dice roll in Anakin's favor 
faster than Sam can recycle those fighter screen cards. We both need the right cards to do 
that, so I suppose it comes down to the makeup of the various card decks. Playing that 
out didn't sound like any fun, and with the girls back from the movies it was time to go 
swimming, so we called it a draw. 

And I wasn't going easy on him at all this time. 


June 1, 2002 



Another good turnout for the lunch group at work, six people, so we split into a 3 and a 3. 
That would be my preference in general, but especially for a lunch hour. I went for Web 
of Power while the other table played Auf Falscher Fahrte. WoP (an unfortunate 
abbreviation, yet another reason I prefer the original Cardinal & King, or else the viable 
alternate Church & State) is one of those few good boardgames that are excellent for a 
lunch hour. Meaning, we can set it up, explain the rules, eat lunch, complete the game, 
and still not interfere with anyone's 1:00 meeting. We need more games like that. Still, 
after a few plays of WoP, I'm left with the feeling that it's a filler more than anything 
else. Nothing wrong with fillers—I own & enjoy many of them. However, there are times 
I'd also like something that requires some careful strategy and even some analysis...and 
still be done in a lunch hour. That's a taller order, of course, but I think we've found a few 
games that fit the bill. Hmm, sounds like a good candidate for a future Games Journal 



article. Even though I wasn't in the game, I continue to be very pleased with Auf 
Falscher Fahrte. It's another in a long string of oddball trick-taking games from 
Germany. So many of the best boardgames are being produced in English nowadays, 
mostly by Rio Grande, but also Mayfair, Fantasy Flight, and GMT (sort of). 

Not so with card games. Or at least, not so much. I expect there are some economics 
behind that reality, though I don't understand them. I guess an American publisher makes 
much less per card game sale than per boardgame, but they cost so much less to produce, 
and take up less inventory space. Who knows? I'm an engineer, not a businessman. 
Anyway, the game was played with three, as I've said. Perhaps it works a touch better 
with four, though I haven't played enough to be sure. With four the face-down cards 
typically split into two trying to go high, two trying to go low. With three it can often be 
a 2-against-l situation, which is frustrating for the odd man out. However, the three- 
player games I've seen have had more mid-range cards played face down (which I don't 
quite understand), and I've seen more plus rounds result. (In our four-player games, plus 
rounds are becoming more rare.) The game doesn't accommodate any more than four 
players, which is a disappointment, but one I think I can overcome with cards from 
another game, David & Goliath. Besides being a good game in it's own right, D&G 
provides a versatile set of cards for trying other games, or even your own prototypes. 



